Andrews University

Digital Commons @ Andrews University
Dissertations

Graduate Research

1988

Orthodoxy And Heresy In Hans Küng: An Analysis And Critique Of
His Criteria And Norms Of Christian Truth And Error
C Enrique Espinosa
Andrews University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/dissertations
Part of the Catholic Studies Commons, Christianity Commons, and the Religious Thought, Theology
and Philosophy of Religion Commons

Recommended Citation
Espinosa, C Enrique, "Orthodoxy And Heresy In Hans Küng: An Analysis And Critique Of His Criteria And
Norms Of Christian Truth And Error" (1988). Dissertations. 46.
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/dissertations/46

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Research at Digital Commons @
Andrews University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Digital
Commons @ Andrews University. For more information, please contact repository@andrews.edu.

INFORMATION TO USERS
The most advanced technology has been used to photo
graph and reproduce this manuscript from the microfilm
master. UMI film s th e text directly from the original or
copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and dissertation copies
are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type
of computer printer.
The quality of th is reproduction is dependent upon the
quality of the copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print,
colored or poor quality illustrations and photographs,
print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.
In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a
complete manuscript and there are m issing pages, these
w ill be noted. Also, if unauthorized copyright m aterial
had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.
Oversize m aterials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are re
produced by sectioning the original, beginning at the
upper left-hand corner and continuing from left to right in
equal sections with sm all overlaps. Each original is also
photographed in one exposure and is included in reduced
form at the back of the book. These are also available as
one exposure on a stancard 35mm slide or as a 17" x 23"
black and w h ite photographic print foi an ad ditional
charge.
Photographs included in the original m anuscript have
been reproduced xerographically in th is copy. H igher
quality 6" x 9" black and w hite photographic prints are
available for any photographs or illustrations appearing
in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly
to order.

University Microfilms International
A Bell & Howell Information Com pany
3 0 0 North Z eeb Road. Ann Arbor. Ml 4 8 1 06 -1 3 4 6 USA
3 1 3 /7 6 1 -4 7 0 0
8 0 0 /5 2 1 -0 6 0 0

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

O rd er N u m b e r 8 9 1 9 8 9 8

O rthod oxy and heresy in H ans R ung: A n analysis and critique
o f h is criteria and norm s of C h ristian tru th and error
Espinosa. Carlos Enrique, Ph.D.
Andrews University, 1988

Copyright © 1 9 8 8 by Espinosa, Carlos Enrique. All rights reserved.

UMI

300 N. Zeeb Rd.
Ann Arbor, MI 48106

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Andrews University
Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary

ORTHODOXY AND HERESY IN HANS KUNG:
AN ANALYSIS AND CRITIQUE OF HIS
CRITERIA AND NORMS OF CHRISTIAN
TRUTH AND ERROR

A Dissertation
Presented in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree
Doctor of Philosophy

by
C. Enrique Espinosa
February 1988

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

ORTHODOXY AND HERESY IN HANS RUNG:
AN ANALYSIS AND CRITIQUE OF HIS CRITERIA AND
NORMS OF CHRISTIAN TRUTH AND ERROR

A dissertation
presented in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree
Doctor of Philosophy

by

C. Enrique Espinosa

APPROVAL BY THE COMMITTEE:
___________
Faculty Advisor: Raoul Dederen
Professor of Theology

lard F. H a sel, Dean
SDA Theological Seminary

Ac^e w##

Robert Johnsaon, Professor of
New Testament and Christian
Ori^irja

// t A O
Date Approved
ro v e

__________________
Fernando Canale, Associate
Professor qf_Xheology

Abraham Terian^Professor of
Intertestamental and Early
Christian Literatures,
John^RiWiefcrf-PrCfessor of
Historical Theology
Southwestern Baptist Theological
Seminary

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

©

Copyright by C. Enrique Espinosa 1988
.ill Rights Reserved

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

ABSTRACT

ORTHODOXY AND HERESY IN HANS KUNG:
AN ANALYSIS AND CRITIQUE OF HIS
CRITERIA AND NORMS OF CHRISTIAN
TRUTH AND ERROR

by

C. Enrique Espinosa

Chairman: Raoul Dederen

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

ABSTRACT OF GRADUATE STUDENT RESEARCH
Dissertation

Andrews University
Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary

Title:

ORTHODOXY AND HERESY IN HANS KUNG: AN ANALYSIS AND CRITIQUE
OF HIS CRITERIA AND NORMS OF CHRISTIAN TRUTH AND ERROR

Name of researcher: C. Enrique Espinosa
Name and degree of faculty adviser: Raoul Dederen, Dr. es Sc.Morales
Date completed: February 1988.

This investigation deals with the concepts of orthodoxy and
heresy in the thought of the Swiss theologian Hans Kvlng.
Chapter I sketches the broad outlines of the development of
Christian orthodoxy and, by implication, of the heresy which opposed
it,

star Ling

elements

with

the

constituting

New

Testament

the

antithesis are identified,

times.

structure

described,

of

The
the

most

relevant

orthodoxy-heresy

and analyzed.

The attention

is thus focused on the traditional and m o d e m principles, criteria,
norms, and theological issues which have interplayed in the church's
efforts to understand the Christian message correctly.
Chapter II shows that the pastoral concerns which constitute
Kung's theological starting point originated during the years of his
1
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2
priestly

formation

contributing

to

in Rome.

the

These

ecumenical

concerns

understanding

are his

interest

among all

in

Christian

traditions and his preoccupation for proclaiming the gospel in terms
both intelligible and relevant to modern humankind.

Some important

shifts in the development of Kung's theology and his hermeneutical
principles are described as veil.
Chapter

III

endeavors

to

understanding of the principles,
orthodoxy.
stresses

It presents
the

describe

criteria,

the manner

normativity

of

the

and

analyze

and norms of classical

in which the Swiss

original

Kung's

deposit

of

theologian
faith

over

against the sub-apostolic traditions and magisterial pronouncements
of the church.

Kung's concept of heresy as a selection from the

totality of revelation is addressed at the end of the chapter.
Chapter
orthodoxy.

IV

deals

with

KQng's dynamic,

the

modern

dialectical,

truth as such is described and analyzed.

criteria

and

norms

of

and historical concept of
In this context, his views

on the fallibility of human propositions are also addressed.

Kung's

theory of the changes of paradigm in theology is briefly enunciated.
This

theory

explains

how

the

revolutionary changes

in

the

basic

assumptions and in the world-view of one paradigm originate a crisis
which entails the replacement of the old paradigm by the new, thus
turning past orthodoxies obsolete.
This study ends, in chapter V, with a critical appraisal of
Kung's model of orthodoxy-heresy.

It is concluded that his decisive

norm of Christian truth is the m o d e m scientific-historicist horizon
of understanding.

As

for the gospel of Jesus Christ,

which Kung
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claims is his ultimate criterion and norm of Christian truth,
considered,
faith.
standing

rather,

Finally,

as

the

some of

center

of

the

the contributions

of orthodoxy-heresy

are mentioned,

theologian's

it is

personal

of Kung to the under
as well

as

the

inner

tensions of his model.
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INTRODUCTION

The right to dissent^- in ideological, non-scientific circles
has been a controversial
today.

issue in the past and continues to be so

While some political systems,

for instance,

accept dissent

as a normal and even convenient feature of any social group, others
regard it as subversive.
the

field

of

religion

The issue of this dissertation falls in
and,

more

specifically,

of

theology.^

Therefore, its interest is in theological dissent.
Theological
dissidence.^

dissent

must

be

distinguished

from

religious

The term "dissent" may express either withholding of

agreement or open disagreement, whereas "dissiderce" suggests strong
dissatisfaction

as well

as

a determined opposition.^

Thus,

the

concern of this dissertation with theological dissent means that I

^-To dissent means basically to disagree.
Dictionaries
explain that to dissent is to differ in sentiment or opinion,
especially from the majority (see, for instance, The Random House
Dictionary of the English Language: Webster's New World Dictionary:
and Encyclopaedia Britannicat .
^As a basic differentiation between religion and theology, I
must underline the intellectual nature of the latter over against
the existential character of religion.
Religion has to do with the
way in which our total life is conducted in relation to the Supreme
Being (it has to do with "how" we live), while theology provides the
doctrinal basis for religious life (it has to do with "what" we
beli=ve).
^By "theological dissent" I mean a divergent voice or
different opinion regarding the approved position of the church on a
particular issue or doctrine.
^So most dictionaries.
1
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2
do not deal wich Che problem posed by chose ChrisCians who develop a
stubborn opposicion Co Che church^---which usually

involves boch a

feeling and an accicude of enmicy coward it--buc wich che problem
posed by

chose who

chink

criCically

and voice

cheir

doubcs

and

objecCions Co some specific views of Che majoricy in che church^--an
accicude

which

improving

che

DissenCers

usually

responds

undersCanding

are

regarded

as

of

Co
Che

Che

dissencer's

church

heretics-*

for

when

concern

ChrisCian

chey

for

cruch.

quescion

che

officially defined ceaching of che church.
The
doccrine

is

ancichesis.

distinction
che

issue

Moreover,

becween
which
Che

truth

scands

and

behind

observation

chac

error
che
in

in

ChrisCian

orthodoxy-heresy
cheir

doccrinal

conLj.ovex.aies chroughouc church hisCory all parcies have cended Co
consider Cheir own posicion as Che crue one while deeming che view
of ochers as false, poincs Co an issue chac is at che very core of

*-Here and in Che resC of Chis InCroducCion I am using Che
Cerm "church" in itr. wider meaning of che communicy of ChrisCian
believers wich no parcicular denominacion or ecclesiasCical rank in
mind.
^IC cannot be said Chat
Chose who Chink critically are
always
"liberals" countered by a more conservative majority or by
conservative authorities.
Sometimes "conservatives" dissent from a
comparatively progressive majority whose posicion is endorsed by che
church's Ceaching authority. The position of bishop Marcel Lefebvre
may be considered an example of a conservative dissenter among Roman
Catholics.
■*For a definition of heresy and the heretic, see below, pp.
28-30, especially p. 29, n. 1. For the undersCanding of heresy from
a Roman Catholic perspective, see below, pp. 237-38.
As a basic
working definition, Che heretic can be considered as Che individual
who, claiming Co be right in his doctrinal posicion and wishing Co
remain
in Che community of faith,holds false belief in che eyes of
the Ceaching authority of the: church.
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3
che

orthodoxy-heresy

ancichesis.

In

Chis

context,

the problem

arises as to the cricerion (or criteria) by which each party defines
the

truth

of

its

position,

aproblem

which

deserves

special

attention in this research.
Further consideration
indicates

that

it

is

of the

appreciated

least two different perspectives.

issue of theological dissent

today

among

Christians

from at

Those who either on a historical

or ideological basis hold that doctrinal pluralism is of the essence
of

Christianity

natural.

affirm

chat

dissent

is

not

only

legitimate

Some go so far as to hold that heresy is today

priate concept.

According to this view, what we have,

false teachings,

are

merely different approaches

the church. *•

the

other hand,

seriously

On

theconfession of

that heretics
disciplined.^

still

exist,

but

an inappro
rather than
to themessage of

those who stress the need to take

their churchesdo not merely believe
they also

hold that heretics must

be

For them heresy is a relevant category.

^■For instance, Walter Bauer in his Orthodoxy and Heresy in
Earliest Christianity, ed. Robert A. Kraft and Gerhard Krodel, with
appendices by Georg Stre-.xer, trans. by a team from the Philadelphia
Seminar on Christian Origins (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971);
and John Macquarrie, Thinking About God (New York: Harper and Row,
1975), p. 44.
^This moves Vittorio Messori, a Roman Catholic author, to
remark that notions such as "heresy" and "heretic" sound so strange
to our modern ears that "they must be placed in quotation marks.
When they are pronounced or written, one feels that one has been
transported to times long past" (see Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger with
Vittorio Messori, The Ratzinger Report: An Exclusive Interview on
the State of the Church, trans. Salvator Attanasio and Graham
Harrison [San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1985], p. 24).
^See, for instance, Ratzinger and Messori, Ratzinger Report,
p. 24; and I. Howard Marshall, "Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earlier
Christianity," Themelios 2 (1976):14.
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4
Importance of the Issue
The controversy between a pluralist and a confessional view
of Christian truth just hinted at is an issue of current theological
interest.
have

Furthermore, doctrine and the search for Christian truth

occupied,

undeniably,

theology and the church.
some

quarters

upon

a significant place

in the history of

In spite of the stress currently laid in

orthoprar.is

over

against

orthodoxy, ^

that

is

still so in the life of the contemporary church.
Granted,

there is the tendency in contemporary Christianity

to regard divine revelation as a matter of God's initiative by which

^-For a recent and relevant discussion of this issue, see
Johann-Baptist Metz and Edward Schillebeeckx, eds., Orthodoxy and
Heterodoxy. Concilium 192 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1987).
^There has been a growing consensus among Christians that
what men and women need most in the 1980's is not so much a
knowledge of a consistently formulated doctrinal system as the
interior peace that results from a personal relationship with God.
Hence it is often emphasized that the purpose of the Christians'
witness and their task in the world is primarily to bring man back
to God as a Person, and, as a result, to reconcile human beings with
one another.
The fact is underlined that at the core of Christian
ity is Jesus Chi. 1st himself rather than a system of doctrinal state
ments, a specific world-view, or a fundamental proposition.
This
emphasis finds its roots in those theologians of Lhe nineteenth and
twentieth centuries who turned to the inner religious experience of
the believer as "the point of insertion of God’s revelatory
activity" generally denying the existence of such things as revealed
doctrines (see Avery Dulles, Models of Revelation [Garden City, New
York: Image Books, 1985], p. 69).
So Schleiermacher thought that
whatever value is to be found in doctrine arises from the fact that
religious emotions spontaneously break forth into speech, which
symbolically communicates the inner affections '•£ the speaker
(Friederich Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith [New York: Harper
Torchbooks, 1963], 1:77). Auguste Sabatier, for his part, held that
faith cannot without deformation of its biblical sense become "an
intellectual adherence to an historical testimony or to a doctrinal
formula" (Outlines of a Philosophy of Religion Based on Psychology
and History, trans. T. A. Seed [London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1902].
p. 46).
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He reveals himself racher than communicates propositional doctrines.
Still,

even

Brunner,

the

champion

recognized

doctrine."*•

of

that

Similarly,

non-propositional

"faith

cannot

exist

revelation,
apart

Emil

from

sound

from a modern Roman Catholic perspective,

Avery Dulles observes that in Roman Catholicism the church is seen
as ministering in the name of Christ to the human hunger for truth
in

such

a

way

that

constitutive feature

have

must

be

many Christians acknowledge

on doctrine

much of

doctrine

regarded

as

"a

of theChurch as it carries out its mission.

Hence, while
emphasis

Christian

and

that an exaggerated

orthodoxy may have been responsible

for

the spiritual poverty and some of the persecutions which

characterized

recognize
appropriate

that

certain

sound

periods of church history,

teaching

is

indispensable

comprehension of God's character,

Such a knowledge is Important because

to

actions,

they
corns

also
to

an

and plans.

it allows those who worship

God to relate to Him in a more meaningful manner.

The Meaning of "Orthodoxy"
The
initial

term

meaning

orthodoxy
of

"right

has

long

been

ambiguous.

belief" or "right

doctrine,"^

From

its

it has

^Emil Brunner, Revelation and Reason, trans. Olive
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1946), p. 420.

Wyon

^Dulles, Models of Revelation, p. 226.
Dulles points out
that due to the necessity to explain and set proper limits to the
kinds of significance of Christian symbols, doctrine is indispen
sable.
Thus, notes he, "without doctrines we could hardly find in
the Cross of Christ the manifestation of divine grace and redemp
tion" (ibid., p. 143).

trans.

^Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament. 2 vols.,
Kendrick Grobel (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1955),
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evolved co be understood in more recent centuries as "that form of
Christianity which won the support of the overwhelming majority of
Christians,"^- i.e., the form of Christianity which had developed by
the end of the fourth century A.D.

and which Robert A. Kraft calls

"classical Christian orthodoxy.
The evolution of the concept of orthodoxy,

from its simple

meaning of truth to its equation with Che adjectives "approved" and
"official,"

corresponds

to

a certain

extent

with

the historical

development of the Christian church and its theology.

Still, this

evolution has not prevented the word orthodoxy to carry in our time
a twofold connotation expressing the two mentioned meanings.
term

conveys

primarily

community when

the

defining

correct

reached,

however,

time

a

the

latter

doctrine.

meaning

of

is actively
When

"truth"
engaged

for

The

the Christian

in the process

of

a particular position has been

the accorded view acquires with the passing of

certain historical

status of orthodoxy.

fixity which

is

characteristic

of

the

Understood in this sense, orthodoxy means "the

approved teaching of the church."
Looking at the issue from another perspective,

it might be

observed that for those who stand on the side of orthodoxy, the term

2:135-137.

Hereafter referred to as Bultmann, Theology.

^■William E.
Hordern,
A
Layman's
Guide
to Protestant
Theology, rev. ed. (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1968), p. 1.
^Robert A. Kraft,
"The Development of the Concept of
'Orthodoxy* in Early Christianity," in Gerald F. Hawthorne, ed. ,
Current Issues in Biblical and Patristic Interpretation. Studies in
Honor of Merril C. Tennev Presented bv His Former Students (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1975), p.
47. Hereafter referred to as Kraft, "The Development."
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Is identified with "the truth," while dissenters tend to identify it
with

"the

establishment,"

thus

almost

becoming

a

pejorative

epithet.^
This

dichotomy

aspects of orthodoxy.
opinion

of

orthodoxy"^

points

to

the

Historically,

the

winners"

or

with

and

whatever

may

be

historical

continuous

growth

while

has

identified

theological

to do with

seeking

to

theological

it may be described as

view

official approval of a particular denomination.
concern for being orthodox

and

with
has

"the

"classical
gained

Theologically, the

the preoccupation

persevere

the

in

the

for

Christian

truth,^ which may lead one to dissent from a particular historical
position regarded as orthodox.

One of the major tasks of theology,

^Cf. Robert Morris Johnston, "Orthodoxy and Heresy in the
Biblical Period: Some Reflections on an Elus.ive Category," a paper
presented at the San Francisco Meeting of the Andrews Society for
Religious Research, December 1981, p. 3.
This manuscript can be
found in the archives of the Seventh-day Adventist Heritage Center,
James
White
Library at Andrews
University,
Berrien Springs,
Michigan.
^Orthodoxy understood in this sense is what Robert A. Kraft
calls "classical Christian orthodoxy," i.e., the type of Christian
ity which became mainstream by the year 400 A.D., after having
gained the support of the Roman empire (Kraft, "Development," p.
47).
^Hans Kung himself has dealt *ith this ambiguity of the
orthodoxy-heresy antithesis.
He is addressing the historical
dimension of the problem when he acknowledges that "everything that
was written concerning the history of the first heresies was written
from the point of view of the winners, therefore, thinking in their
own justification" (Kung, Menschwerdung Gottes. Eine Einfurung in
Hegels theologjsches Denken als Prolegomena zu einer kunftigen
Christologie [Fribourg: Herder, 1970], p. 612; hereafter referred to
as Kung, Menschwerdung).
On the other hand, he addresses the
theological aspect involved in the iosue when he expresses his
belief that it was important for the final result of the discussion
to discern who represented the original Christian dortrine (ibid.).
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therefore,

consists

in

ascertaining

the

extent

to

which

the

historical development of Christian theology is sound when compared
with a given norm of truth.

The determination of such a norm--even

the discussion whether an objective norm exists at all--is another
theological

issue

related

to

the

orthodoxy-heresy

antithesis,

perhaps the most cardinal of all.
Other
complicate
to

be

nuances

must

be

mentioned

the issue of orthodoxy-heresy.

understood

in

a

general

sense

here

which

further

Orthodoxy has also come
as

"conformity

with

the

prevailing doctrines of the Church," thus implying that a particular
belief

"may be

orthodox

at one

time

and heterodox

at

another."^-

Furthermore, since the divisions of the church have given rise to as
many orthodoxies as there are Christian denominations, the ambiguity
of the term can be easily perceived.

The Case of Hans Kane
The case of Professor Hans Kang--undoubtedly one of the most
prominent
purpose

contemporary

of

studying

theologians^--seems

the

contemporary perspective.-*

problem

of

most

theological

relevant
dissent

for

the

from

a

One of the most controversial figures of

*-Karl Burger, "Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy," NSchHerERK (1910),
8:277.
^For biographical data on Kung, and a description of the
main traits of his theology, see below, chapter 2.
*In the "Editorial" of Concilium 158, Hans Kung and Jurgen
Moltmann declare: "Concilium is not in love with dissent and does
not seek to propagate it for its own sake.
But this journal does
seek to ensure that in the Church today divergent voices and
movements find a hearing" (see Hans Kung and Jurgen Moltmann, eds.,
The Right to Dissent. Concilium 158 [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
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post-Vatican II Roman Catholicism,^- the Swiss
regarded by many within his
orthodoxy
Vatican

church

theologian had been

as somehow on the

fringes of

if not actually already heretical^ some time before the

deprived

him

of

his

canonical

mission^

in

mid-December

1979,^ though he regarded himself as an authentic son of the Roman
Catholic Church.^

Even though his ecumenical spirit has continued

1982], p. vii; emphasis in the original).
^■So Hermann Hdring and Karl-Josef Kuschel, eds. , Hans Kung:
His Work and His Wav, trans. Robert Nowell (Garden City, New York:
Image Books, 1980), p. 7. Quoted henceforward as W&W.
^Cf. Robert Nowell, A Passion for Truth: Hans
Theology (New York: Crossroad, 1981), p.11.

Kung

and His

•^Canonical mission means "either the conferring of an
ecclesiastical
office
by
a competent
ecclesiastical
superior
according to law (c. 147) , or the grant of jurisdiction in some
other way" (CCL 1963, c. 109).
For a definition of "canonical
mission to preach," ?e« CCL 1963, c. 1337-1341.
The canonical
mission of a theologian grants to him the faculty to teach in Roman
Catholic seminaries.
^Carefully avoiding the label of "heretic," the Vatican
issued a Declaration which considered Kung unorthodox: "Professor
Hans KCLng, in his writings, has departed from the integral truth of
Catholic faith, andtherefore he can no longer
be considered a
Catholic theologian or function as such in a teaching role."
See
"Declaration of the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith on Some Major Points in the Theological Doctrine ofProfessor
Hans Kung,
December 15, 1979" [hereafter
referred to as CDF,
"Declaration"], in Leonard Swidler, ed. , KQng in Conflict (Garden
City, New York: Image Books, 1981), pp. 387-88.
^Before being banned, Kung had expressed his intention to be
loyal to his Church and to remain a Roman Catholic professor.
He
stated: "I have never made a secret of the fact that, in spice of
all the difficulties which have been created for me in this my
Church, almost since I received my doctorate in Theology, I remain
loyal to this my Church and I stand passionately on her behalf"
(Hans Kilng, "Letter to Cardinal Heffner, Feb. 21, 1977," in United
States Catholic
Conference, The Kun? Dialogue: A Documentation on
the Efforts of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and of
the
Conference
of
German Bishops
to Achieve an Appropriate
Clarification of the Controversial Views of Dr. Hans Kung TTubingenl
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Co grow deeper, he has remained till today within the communion of
that church.^
In his answer to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith's statement that he had departed "from the integral truth of
the Catholic faith," Kang affirmed that he was still a Catholic and
that he wanted,

all

to the contrary,

Catholic f a i t h . T h u s ,
the dispute

"to defend the truth of the

in King's confrontation with the Vatican,

regarding one's

understanding of the nature of truth

appears as of particular significance.

Having to do ultimately with

the distinction between truth and error in Christian doctrine,

the

orthodoxy-heresy antithesis may be regarded in this sense as being
at the core of "the Kung case."

[Washington,
D.C.: Publications Office of the U. S. Catholic
Conference, 1030], pp. 115-116. Hereafter quoted as Kune Dialogue').
^Two days after having received the official communication
of the withdrawal of his missio canonica. Ktlng declared: "I have
always considered myself a Catholic theologian and will continue to
do so.
Now as before, I regard myself as a priest of the Ecclesia
Catholica. As a Catholic theologian, what was and is particularly
important to me is the 'Catholic' Church; that is, the entire,
universal, all-encompassing and whole Church. . . . It is in this
spirit that I would like to continue to advocate Catholic doctrine
as a Catholic theologian" ("Statement of Professor KClng, Dec. 20,
1979," in Kune Dialogue. p. 169;
cf. Peter Hebblethwaite, The New
Inquisition?: The Case of Edward Schillebeeckx and Hans Ktlng [San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1980], "Appendix 4: Hans Ktlng's 'Appeal'
Statement." p. 163). KCng's ecumenical understanding of Catholicism
and his fidelity to the church have been confirmed in one of his
more recent books: Why I Am Still a Christian, trans. David Smith et
al., ed. E. C. Hughes (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1987).
The
original German version, Woran man sich halten kann. was published
by Benziger Verlag of Zurich, in 1985.
^Kung, "Postcript to the English Edition: Why I Remain a
Catholic," in idem., The Church--Maintained in Truth: A Theological
Meditation, trans Edward Quinn (New York: Vintage Books, 1982), p.
82; emphasis added. Henceforward quoted as Kung, Maintained.
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The face that Kung's views were defined as unorthodox by the
Magisterium, added to his own treatment of the problem of heresy and
related

issues,

opportunity

makes

of

Kung's

to reflect on

heresy antithesis.

particular

case

an

interesting

the general question of the orthodoxy-

For one thing,

the confrontation between Kung

and Roman Catholic episcopal authorities brings into the foreground
not merely the issue of religious authority but also the fundamental
question as

to one's criteria and norms

of Christian truth.

For

another, the case of Kung may suggest specific conclusions as to the
issue of

interpreting the Christian message

current relevance,

for today and on the

especially in the context of ecumenism,

of the

categories of orthodoxy and heresy.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this dissertation
Hans

Kung's

analyze

concept

also

message."

his

of

heresy.

concept

In this way,

my

of

This

is to examine critically
enterprise

orthodoxy,

analysis

"the

compels

genuine

me

to

Christian

and critique are focused on

Kdng's model of orthodoxy-heresy which implies an examination of his
position regarding the way in which doctrinal truth and error are
interrelated.
Any claim that a particular statement, view, or position is
true requires justification.

The proponent of such a view should

provide what may be regarded as his or her "criterion"1- of truth.
Thus, it is not only pertinent but basic to our inquiry thac we ask

^For a more detailed definition of the term "criterion" as
used in this dissertation, see below, pp. 18-21.
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for Kung's criterion (or criteria) of Christian truth.
consider

his

position

to

be

correct?

In addition,

Why does he
what

is

the

"norm"^ which leads him to discern errors within the Roman Catholic
corpus of teachings?
study

King's

The purpose of this dissertation is thus to

position

regarding

the

categories

of

heresy as such in a comprehensive and systematic way.

orthodoxy

and

More specifi

cally, it attempts to identify, describe, analyze, and criticize the
criteria

and norms

by which he

judges

Christian

doctrines

to be

sound or erroneous, orthodox or heretical.^

Methodology
The methodology to be followed aims, first, at a systematic
comprehension

of

the

subject

matter

of

the

orthodoxy-heresy

antithesis as it developed throughout the history of the Christian
church.

The nature of

this

task is integrative and inclusive of

^■For an explanation of my use of the
different from "criterion," see below, pp. 20-21.

term

"norm"

as

^Due to the fact that Kung holds that heresy ought to be
measured against norms other than "orthodoxy" understood as the
accepted system of doctrines (see Kung, The Church [Garden City, New
York: Image Books, 1976], p. 315), the use of that word in this
analysis of Kung's views might be questioned on the basis that one
would be imposing on this author an idea strange to him.
It might
have been more accurate, therefore, to choose for this investigation
a title
like
"The Conceptof Truth and Error in Hans Kung."
That
wording, however, has more philosophical overtones tnan I want to
suggest.
Though it is obvious that this dissertation has to pay
some attention to the matter of truth and error from a philosophical
perspective, its concern falls mainly into the realm of historical
and systematic theology.
Furthermore,
the use of the term
"orthodoxy" in connection with Kung's theology may be defended on
the basis that this theologian has qualified his own work--for
instance, his volume The Church--as "entirely orthodox" (see the
"Letter of Hans Kung to Franjo Cardinal Seper, June 1, 1970," in
Swidler, Kung in Conflict, p. 23).
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several

interrelated

elements.

Its

purpose

is

to

discern

the

connections existing among the various constitutive elements of the
orthodoxy-heresy antithesis
and

the

implications

of

touches upon this matter.

so as to understand both the rationale
Kung's

theological

proceedings

in

what

I deem it necessary, indeed, to come to a

comprehensive and structural apprehension of the complex issue of
orthodoxy-heresy as such in order to discuss the issue at stake in a
fruitful way,
King's

views.

and to perform a hopefully well-founded critique of
My

analysis

of the composition

of

the

orthodoxy-

heresy structure, therefore, precedes the study of Kung's thought on
this matter.
The sequence of my description and analysis of Kung's views
on

the

orthodoxy-heresy

historical-theological
own

treatment of

well.

antithesis

only

suggested by

survey of the first chapter,

the issues throughout his

As a matter of fact,

intra-church

is not

questions,

his

related

the

but by Kung's

literary production as

first volumes
to

the

dealt mostly with

criteria

and

norms

of

classical orthodoxy,^- whereas his writings of the last decade or so
show a concentration on a wider cpectrum of problems, those which
are the concern of modern man as such.

They are obviously related

to what I call the modern^ criteria, norms,

and theological issues

bearing upon the definition of Christian truth.

^The criteria and norms of "classical orthodoxy" are also
referred to in this dissertation as the "traditional" criteria and
norms of orthodoxy.
■
‘The label "modem" designates the criteria, norms, and
issues which came to the forefront after the Protestant Reformation.
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For

Che purpose of this dissertation,

most cases
those

it is sufficient in

to limit my description and analysis of Kung's views to

places

in

his

writings

wherehis

expressed in a clear and explicit way.
articles,

essays,

principal

theses

are

I am primarily interested,

therefore,

in those

sections of books,

and key

statements

of Kting's writings which present his views in a direct,

vivid, and emphatic manner.
My critical evaluation of Kung's model of orthodoxy-heresy
is focused on his own theological work.

I intend to explore the

consistency of the diverse aspects of his thought which bear upon
the issue of defining doctrinal truth and error.

Limitations
It is not my purpose here to demonstrate whether Hans Kung's
views

are

orthodox

or heretical.

No judgment

regarding the orthodoxy of his theological views.

of value

is made

Nor am I particu

larly interested in discussing whether Kilng's dissent is justified,
or whether theological dissent in general is legitimate at all.
Neither

is

the

purpose

of

this

research

to

evaluate

critically Kung's positions by comparing them with Roman Catholic
teachings,
norm.

with

the views of other theologians,

Whenever such comparisons occur,

or whatever other

they are made for the mere

purpose of highlighting the main features of Kung's own position.
His own views remain the focus of my research and concern.
There

are

other

limitations,

too,

especially

regarding

primary sources.

One should not expect an exhaustive analysis of

Kung's

to

references

the various

aspects

of

the

orthodoxy-heresy
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issue.

A

pertinent

and

careful

analysis

of

representative

statements--and they are numerous enough--should suffice to describe
Kung's

concerns

and views

on

each

theological

issue,

principle,

criterion, and norm of orthodoxy involved.
A further limitation should be obvious.
still contributing

to the theological debate

Since Hans Kung is
through his

literary

works,^ I can deal only with his views as published thus far.
view of his unfinished theological production,
that

an

evolution- -which

at

times

takes

the

In

and due to the fact
shape

of

a

rather

radical shift--has occurred in Ktlng's views, further developments in
his theology remain a definite possibility.

Brought together, these

facts underline the restricted nature of my analysis and critique.

Outline of the Study
As

mentioned

earlier,

in order

to

analyze

and

criticize

Ktlng's views on the orthodoxy-heresy issue in a productive way,

a

comprehensive view of the main constitutive elements composing the
orthodoxy-heresy antithesis seems most necessary.
norms of orthodoxy,

The criteria and

together with the most relevant principles and

theological issues related with the church's definition of doctrinal
truth and error, are among the constitutive elements involved in the
complex structure of the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis.

A considera

tion

elements

is

understanding

as

of

Kung's

indispensable

attitude

if we

are

toward
to

each

reach

as

one

of

clear

these
an

1"I aim eventually at writing a systematic theology in the
context of the world religions, a goal I may still be able to
reach," revealed Kung in a recent interview (see Kung, "On Being a
Christian Theologian," The Critic 41 [Summer 1987]:15).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

16
possible

of

what

orthodoxy-heresy
describing
issues,

the

is

involved

antithesis.
main

principles,

in

his

In

addition

criteria,

an understanding of the way

necessity.

Thus,

the

first

position
to

nonius,

concerning

the

identifying

and

and

theological

in which they interact is of

chapter outlines

from

a historical-

theological perspective the main components of the orthodoxy-heresy
issue,

as

theology.

they

appeared

throughout

the

history

of

Christian

This survey not only provides us with the loci we need

for an appropriate study of Kung's views on orthodoxy-heresy.

It

also suggests a logical sequence for the examination of these loci
and the organic interconnection that exists among them.
In chapter

2 I attempt to determine

the leading concerns

which constitute the starting point of Kung's theology.
prove useful

for one's understanding of the general

This should

trends of his

theological thought and, particularly, of his views on orthodoxy and
heresy.

In my opinion, an analysis, however brief, of his formative

years as a priest does indeed bring to light the genesis of these
concerns and trends.
Chapter

3 covers my examination of Kung's attitude

the "traditional" criteria, norms,
namely,

those

found

throughout

and issues of orthodoxy-heresy,
the

history

of

the

theology up to the time of the Protestant Reformation.
of

this

chapter,

criteria and

norms,

Kung's

toward

position

along with his

regarding
concept

these

of heresy,

church

and

At the end
traditional
should be

clear.
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Chapter 4 focuses on Kung's reaction to the main theological
issues related to the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis which came to the
forefront from the time of the Reformation onward.

This gives me an

opportunity to address what might be regarded as the m o d e m criteria
and norms of truth
The Conclusion summarizes the main findings of the research,
notes some strengths and shortcomings of Kdng's views, and addresses
some

more

antithesis,

general

questions

relat’d

to

the

orthodoxy-heresy

especially those regarding one's criteria and norms of

Christian truth.
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CHAPTER I

BACKGROUND TO THE QUERY

Introductory Considerations
Although this dissertation confines itself to the problem of
Hans Kung's concept of heresy, it seems pertinent, to begin with, to
situate the issue within the broader horizon of the question of the
antithesis

of orthodoxy and heresy^- considered

from a historical-

theological perspective.
In sketching the broad outlines of the development of Chris
tian orthodoxy (and, by implication, of the heresy which opposed it)
and starting with NT times,
main principles,

my purpose is to bring into focus the

criteria, ^ norms,^ and theological

issues^ which

^•That the antithesis of orthodoxy and heresy is a distinct
theological issue--and an important one, both in the history of
Christianity and in the 1980's--is evidenced by the literature,
quoted throughout the dissertation, which addresses the issue
directly.
Since this antithesis is the major theological issue of
this dissertation and is a complex structure in itself (see below,
pp. 27ff.), I refer to it hereafter in a technical way either as
"orthodoxy-heresy" or "orthodoxy-and-heresy."
^In the vernacular sense "criterion" (Greek krinein- to
separate, decide, judge; krit£rion— a means of judging, test,
standard) means the principle by which a correct judgment may be
formed, or the established rule or law for testing anything (see,
for instance. Ths Random House Dictionary of the English Language.
1966 ed; and Webster's New Twentieth-Century Dictionary of the
English Language. Unabridged. 2d ed. , 1976).
For a definition of
the sense in which the expression "criteria of orthodoxy" is used in
this dissertation, especially in contradistinction from "norms of
orthodoxy," see the discussion below.

18
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have interplayed in the church's efforts to define what the correct
understanding of Christian truth is and what constitutes deviation
from the norm.

The Components of the Orthodoxy-Heresy Antithesis:
Principles, Criteria, Norms, and Issues
I must state at the outset that I consider that the whole
theological phenomenon of orthodoxy-and-heresy, i.e., the historical
confrontation

between

conflicting

views

of

Christian

doctrine,

constitutes what could be regarded as a complex structure made up of
a

number

of

interrelated

subsidiary

elements.

In

studying

the

composition of this structure, our attention is focused on the main
criteria and norms of orthodoxy which appear throughout the history
of Christian theology,

as well as on the most relevant principles

and issues involved.
A definition of the manner in which the terms "principle,"
"criterion," and "norm" in this dissertation are used is necessary
at this point.
By

"principle"

I refer

to

the

fundamental,

primary,

general notion undergirding the criteria and norms of orthodoxy.

and
In

other words, principles are those essential concepts which may be
cegarded as the general frame or context necessary to understand the

■^In common language a "norm" (Latin norma— rule or square of
carpenter) is a standard, model, or pattern for comparing anything
(ibid) .
See below for an explanation of the way in which I
differentiate between criterion and norm of orthodoxy in this
investigation.
^By theological issue I simply mean a theological theme,
motif, or problem. The issues implied here are indeed subsidiary to
the major issue of orthodoxy-and-heresy.
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criteria and norms of Christian truth.

To some extent,

it might be

held that the criteria and norms of orthodoxy are derived from these
principles.
When I speak of criteria of orthodoxy,
technical philosophical
intend

to

designate

usage

in mind.^

that which

enables

doctrinal proposition is true or ialse.

I have no specific

By "criterion"
one

to

decide

In this way,

I merely
whether

a

the criteria

of orthodoxy are related to the question as to the basis on which a
particular doctrine is affirmed to be
heretical).

true or false

(orthodox or

I use the term in the broad sense of the ground, basis,

or means of judging Christian doctrines as to their legitimacy.
brief,

In

"criteria" are here understood as those general and abstract

areas of reality where

the elements which guide

the believers

in

their testing of Christian truth are grounded.
Though
synonyms,^

in

in vernacular discourse
this

dissertation

referred to orthodoxy-heresy.

I

"criteria"

distinguish

and

"norms"

between

I use the term "norm"

are

them when

to designate

specific and concrete standards over against the more general and
abstract nature of a criterion.

In this usage, norms are regarded

as concrete expressions of a given criterion.

Norms are tangible,

explicit models or patterns against which a particular doctrine can

^■For a description of some of the different ways in which
the word criterion and its equivalents have been employed by many
philosophers, including Giambattista Vico, Emmanuel Kant, Ludwig
Wittgenstein, and the Louvain scholastics of the beginning of this
century,
see Anthony Kenny,
"Criterion," The Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (1967), 2:258-61.
^English dictionaries define both of them as "standards."
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be measured in order Co verify its orthodoxy.
example of this differentiation,

Thus as a particular

I regard authority as the general

principle undergirding both the revelational and the ecclesiastical
criteria

of orthodoxy.

concerned,

As

far as

the

revelational

criterion

is

it points to the fact that the first Christians viewed

che revealed nature of a doctrine as the criterion1 for accepting ic
as stating Christian truth.
New Testament

Canon^

are

The

teaching of the apostles and the

the concrete expressions of the revela

tional criterion--to the extent that they are believed to have been
delivered by divine revelation-inspiration.

For that reason they

are

make

regarded

as

specific

norms

which

would

it possible

to

decide the authenticity of any alleged Christian belief.
Additional

elaboration

on

this

matter

leads

one

to

note

chat, from a historical perspective, some of the criteria and norms
for discriminating between true and false doctrine became evident in
a specific moment of the history of Christian theology, while others
were obvious from the very beginning of Christianity.
In

addition

to

the

principles,

criteria,

and

norms,

the

question of orthodoxy and heresy entails several specific theolog
ical issues which,
as

particularly

special

relevant.

importance

awareness

of

from our contemporary point of view,

the

in

this

existence

As

an

example of these

research

is

of

subjacent

some

the

strike one

issues and of

relatively
and,

at

recent
times,

^Which I call "revelational criterion."
^Even though the term canon means basically "pattern," and
as such it applies to the "list" of recognized apostolic documents,
I use "Canon" as a synonym of "Holy Scriptures."
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unconscious

presuppositions

or

basic

assumptions

which

ir. each

historical epoch contribute to the formation of a particular world
view

in

which

specific

criteria

and

norms

of

orthodoxy

fit

naturally.
The identification and description of the main principles,
criteria,

norms,

and

theological

issues

of which

the

orthodoxy-

heresy antithesis is made up as well as the elucidation of the ways
in which

they

interact

This

should prepare

and

pertinent

is

the

specific

purpose

way

carefully

these

this

chapter.

the ground for a hopefully more comprehensive
of

analyzing

and

criticizing

proceedings in his search for Christian truth.
described,

of

components

researched

in

Hans

Kung's

Once identified and

of the orthodoxy-heresy structure

Kilng's

writings.

This

are

methodological

approach is indispensable since the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis and
its constituent elements are not systematized into a single treatise
in Kiing's prolific

literary

productions

but

rather

are

scattered

throughout his writings.

Basic Constants in the Orthodoxy-Heresy
Antithesis
Apart from the principles,

criteria,

norms,

and subsidiary

issues of orthodoxy-heresy just described, some observations dealing
with certain basic features of the antithesis

itself deserve to be

underlined also at the beginning of this discussion.
In

the

first

place,

it

should

be

noticed

that

from

New

Testament times there has been a constant struggle between those who
regarded themselves as being right and those whom they considered to
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be wrong in regard to what Christians should believe.
of Christian theology may be considered,
the

conflicts

designated

as

between
orthodox

positions
and

The history

therefore, as a history of

which

heretical.

eventually
In

other

came

to

words,

be
the

distinction of the categories of orthodoxy and heresy as such (i.e.,
the

attitude

speaking,

"we

are

right,

you

are

wrong")

is,

historically

part of the very structure of the Christian theological

enterprise as a whole.
Second, one must observe that even though there was room for
doctrinal diversity among Christians from the beginning,^- they did
not

hesitate

to

explicitly

illegitimate teaching.^

distinguish

between

legitimate

and

In effect, their doctrinal tolerance proved

^■A descriptive study of the NT reveals that this diversity
exists among the neotestamentarian documents, and that a diversity
wider than the NT Canon is spoken about there in terms of false
teaching.
The diversity found in the NT has been underlined, among
others, by F. F. Bruce's Peter. Stephen. James, and John: Studies in
Earlv Non-Pauline Christianity (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1980); James D. G. Dunn, Unity and
Diversity in the New Testament: An Inquiry into the Character of
Earliest Christianity (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1977);
Bultmann, Theology. 2 vols.; Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy: James M.
Robinson and Helmut Koester, Trajectories Through Earlv Christianity
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971); Ernst KAsemann, The Testament
of Jesus: A Study of the Gosoel of John in the Light of Chanter 17 .
trans. Gerhard Krodel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 196B); and Hans
Dieter Betz, "Orthodoxy and Heresy in Primitive Christianity,"
Intern. 19 (1965):299-311.
^Would it not have been anachronistic for early Christians
to think of "orthodoxy" as that form of Christianity which had the
support of the majority and which "is expressed by most of the
official proclamations or creeds of Christian groups"? (cf. Hordern,
A Layman's Guide, p. 1).
Furthermore, it must be recognized that
the term orthodoxy itself was not frequent in Christian literature
until the fourth century (see Kraft, "The Development," p. 48; also
entries in G. W. H. Lampe, A Patristic Greek Lexicon [Oxford: At The
Clarendon Press, 1961-68]).
Still, it seems correct to maintain
with Kraft that "from as far back as we are able to go in Christian
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to

have

its

limits,^

especially

when

the

mentioned

diversity

involved teachings of central importance for the integrity of the
Christian message such as Christology^ and soteriology.^
One
writers
truth.^

also

regarded

must

be

aware

themselves

as

of
the

the

fact

defenders

that

all

Christian

of

the

Christian

It was precisely their concern for the divinely revealed

truth and their zeal for the preservation of what they considered to
be the true original Christian message^ that caused the categories

history, the claim 'I am right,'" standing over against some
alternative claim, "was made by various people in various connec
tions" (Kraft, "The Development," p. 50).
^In the church of the first century "there was a degree of
variation permitted and represented in our New Testament canon,"
notes Johnston, "then there was a wider variety which lay outside
the fence of our canon, but whose representatives doubtless
considered themselves the true followers of Christ" (R. M. Johnston,
‘Orthodoxy and Heresy in the Biblical Period," p. 16).
^The
allowable
diversity
extant
among
first-century
Christians was more restricted when they dealt with the person of
Christ.
This can be inferred from the NT documents, whose
condemnation of Christological heresies is frequent.
See, for
instance, 2 Pet 2:1-2; 1 John 4:1-3; 2 John 7; and Jude 4.
JPaul, in particular, strongly rejects both the legalism of
some
conservative
Jewish
Christians
(in Galatians)
and
the
antinomianism of those who, at the other extreme, had Gnostic
tendencies (in 1 Corinthians).
^Cf
Marshall, "Orthodoxy and Heresy," pp. 7-8; see also
Jaroslav Pelikan, The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100-600') .
The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine,
vol. 1 (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1971),
p. 69; hereafter referred to as Pelikan, Catholic Tradition. This
is already so among the writers of the NT (e.g., Gal 1:6-9; Jude 14) as well as among non-canonical orthodox authors (e.g., Pol. Phil
6:3-7:1; Ign. Eph 9:1) and heretics (see, for instance, reference to
Valentinus, Marcion, Cerinthus, and Basilides in Irenaeus Adversus
haereses 3.2.1 [ANF, 1:415]).

Gnostics

^Again, this concern was not limited to the orthodox.
Some
of the second and third centuries A.D., for instance,
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of orthodoxy and heresy (i.e. , true and false teaching) to come into
focus early in the history of the church.

Christian writers did not

see themselves contending merely for their own opinions but for the
truth that "was once for all entrusted to the saints" (Jude 3).*A careful consideration of both the documents of the NT and
the history of Christian thought permits

one

to regard

the

facts

expressed in these three observations as constants which have been
present at least until the last century.^
At

this

juncture,

a

word

must

be

said

regarding

the

presuppositions which undergirded the early Christians' theological
reasoning,

especially

contributed to shape

from

the

second century

onward,-^

and which

their concept of Christian truth.

encounter with the Hellenistic culture of their time,

In their

they found a

pattern of thought which in their view appropriately helped them to
equate the truth of revelation with a transcendent reality chat was
ultimate,

absolute,

philosophical

and

categories,

eternal.
the church

Accustomed
fathers

could

to

Hellenistic

only

think of

claimed to preserve the true teaching of Jesus Christ by means of a
secret tradition which they allegedly had received
rough apostolic
succession (see, for instance, Ptolemaeus Ad Floram eoistola [PG,
7:1289, 1291]).
^Unless otherwise indicated, Bible quotations are from the
New International Version (NIV), (The Holy Bible: New International
Version [Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Bible Publishers, 1978]).
•
‘As pointed out in some detail below, the relativistic
trends of the last two centuries tend to discourage the use of the
categories "orthodoxy" and "heresy" in contemporary theology.
JIt is almost unanimously accepted today that Christian
theology is always influenced by the conceptual framework and by the
specific world-view of the time.
The fourth chapter in this study
shows that this issue is of central importance for our dissertation.
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truth,

as

such,

to be

absolute.*-

Therefore,

they expressed,

the

truths of Christian revelation in the framework of the philosophical
system available
unconscious

to them.^

This was not merely the result of an

reflection in accordance with

the dominant pattern of

thought accessible to them but also of their striving for communi
cating the Christian message in a language relevant for the minds of
their time.
Their insight concerning the nature of transcendent reality
would lead all parties to agree,
A.D. 100 to 600,
of

them,

throughout the controversies from

that there is "only one true doctrine," which each

however,

claimed

to

possess.^

Additionally,

to

their

understanding of the absoluteness of truth, the early fathers joined
their

epistemological

presupposition which

regarded

truth as

correspondence between the content of the mind and reality.^1
only was

truth regarded as one,

monolithic,

and absolute,

the
Not

but in

their view it could be grasped by the mind in the same way as, say,

*In correlation with this, the Patristic concept of God,
following the patterns of Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy,
conceived the Supreme Being as essentially transcendent, unchange
able, unmovable, infinite, eternal (not in the sense of "everlast
ing" but in that of being "out of the dimension of time"), and
absolute.
This Being was the ground of all truth which in
consequence was also absolute, unchangeable, and timeless (For a
more detailed discussion of this issue, see below, pp. 323-35).
^Divine revelation (the origin of theological knowledge) and
philosophy (human reflection, thinking, reasoning, or intellectua.
activity) are the two indispensable dimensions in every structure of
meaning given in the God-man encounter.
■*See Pelikan, Catholic Tradition, p. 69.
^For a more detailed discussion
theory of truth, see below, pp. 262-65.

of

the

"correspondence"
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a camera records a scene on a film.

Of course, everyone believed Co

be caking good piccures.
This observacion presencs
presenc

dissercacion,

presupposicions
between

upon

philosophy

constant

which

has

namely,

an
che

Cheological

and

theology

modified

imporcance

influence

of

reasoning.
may

Che

issue of

be

The

of

che

philosophical
relacionship

considered

antithesis

for

as

a

fourth

orthodoxy-heresy

throughout history.^
Having made these necessary observations, we may now enter
into

Che

analysis

of

the

orthodoxy-heresy

antithesis

perspective of the historical-theological category.

from

the

The discussion

that follows attempts to recapitulate in a succinct way a develop
ment Chat is vastly more complex Chan this summary would suggest.
Ic

is

sufficient,

identify

the

main

however,

for

principles,

the

purpose

criteria,

of

this

norms,

and

issues relevant to the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis.
of

the

development

(following Kraft)^

of

what

is

here

called

chapter

to

theological

The description

classical

orthodoxy

and of the later bifurcation of Roman Catholic

and Protestant orthodoxies is in dialog with the interpretation of
the facts made by ancient and m o d e m scholars.

^Gerhard Ebeling notes that "changes in the history of
theology always display close relations to contemporary variations
in the history of thought in general." This ought to be regarded as
normal, holds he, since "Theology, in so far as it remains true to
its task, of its very nature moves with the times, i.e., it accepts
the language, thought-forms and approach of the present" (Gerhard
Ebeling, Word and Faith, trans. James W. Leitch [Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1963], p. 26).
^Kraft, "The Development," p. 47.
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Orthodoxy and Heresy in che Ante-Nicene
Church
As already noted, the antithesis of orthodoxy and heresy has
marked Christianity throughout its whole history.
word*-

"orthodoxy"

Testament,^

and

does

the

not

related

occur
term

in

the

"heresy"

Even though the

documents
does

of

the

not always

New
refer

^A distinction must be made between che word and the concept
of orthodoxy.
Bultmann notes that in the apostolic and postapostolic period, the actual words "orthodox," "orthodoxy," and the
verb “be orthodox" do not yet occur; "they belong to philosophical
usage" (Bultmann, Theology. 2:136). As to the concept of orthodoxy,
Dunn holds that it only began to emerge within the Christian
congregations in the struggle between different viewpoints (Dunn,
Unity and Diversity, p. 3). According to Bultmann these differences
took place "very early,” even at the time of Paul's cursing of the
Judaizers who preached a "different gospel (Gal 1:6-9)" (Bultmann,
Theology. 2:135).
In other words, the concept of orthodoxy existed
prior to the development of a terminology to describe it (cf.
Marshall,
"Orthodoxy and Heresy", p. 7; see also Kraft, "The
Development," p. 48), even though in the apostolic age orthodoxy may
have been "a matter rather of instinctive feeling than of fixed and
definable doctrinal norms" (Henry E. W. Turner, The Pattern of
Christian Truth:__A Study in the Relations Between Orthodoxy and
Heresy in the Earlv Church. Bampton Lectures 1954 [London: A. R.
Mowbray & Co., 1954], pp. 9-10).
^The fact that the word "orthodoxy" does not occur in the NT
may indicate that the fight which its writers carried on against
what they considered to be false teaching was not made from the
standpoint of a fixed, elaborated system of doctrines but from the
simpler perspective of the kervgma. the proclamation of the
Christain communities' central confession of faith and the basic
teachings related to it. In other words, it seems that the attitude
of the NT authors was to identify spontaneously and intuitively what
was not
legitimate Christian teaching rather than to define
orthodoxy in a systematically elaborated way.
Henry E. W. Turner
suggests that the reaction to false teaching in the neotestamentarian church seems to have been "There is something spurious here,"
or "This is not the pattern of saving faith," rather than "This is
inconsistent with an achieved doctrinal standard" (Turner. The
Pattern, p. 10).
One is aware of the fact that some theologians,
like Walter Bauer and Rudolf Bultmann, hold that in the first
century "a norm or an authoritative court of appeal for doctrine is
still lacking" (Bultmann, Theology. 2:135; cf. Bauer, Orthodoxy and
Heresy, p. xxv and passim).
Indeed, it is not difficult to
recognize that at that time there was no standard achieved by an
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there to false teaching,^ it is clear that already in NT times there

official conciliar consensus of any sort.
On the other hand, it
must be noticed that already the NT documents show that Christian
writers considered Jesus Christ's life, deeds, and teaching as well
as the Scriptures of the Old Testament as normative.
Cf. J. N. D.
Kelly, Earlv Christian Doctrines, rev. ed. (San Francisco: Harper &
Row, 1978), p. 31.
Bultmann himself admits that from the beginning
there was something which distinguished Christianity from Judaism
and the heathen, in spite of the great "diversity of theological
interests and ideas" existing in its ranks.
This essential feature
of Christianity was "the faith" which, understandably, Bultmann
concedes, in the first doctrinal battles took on the meaning of
right belief or "the right kind of faith" (Bultmann, Theology.
2:135).
The existence of a central confession of faith and of some
basic beliefs which were common to the first Christian communities
seems to be '.'all established.
Called "the faith," these beliefs
were stressed in the church's proclamation and teaching as the
church expanded and the apostles and the disciples encountered
opposition on all sides. See Dewey M. Beegle, Scripture. Tradition,
and Infallibility (Grand Rapids, Michigan: W. B. Eerdmans Publ. Co.,
1973), p. 40.
In his book Unity and Diversity. Dunn affirms that
even though in the NT "the breadth of diversity is not inconsid
erable," it is possible to speak of a central confession of faith, a
"unifying core for the post-Easter kerygma"
(Dunn, Unity and
Diversity, pp. 6-7).
There are three components to this "core
kerygma," observes Dunn, namely, the beliefin the resurrection of
Jesus and his
exaltation to heaven; second, the call for faith and
acceptance of the proclamation, and commitment to the proclaimed
Jesus; and finally, the promise held out to faith: forgiveness,
salvation, eternal life, union with Christ (ibid., pp. 29-32).
For
further discussion of the kerygma of early Christianity see, for
instance, Charles H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Develop
ments (New York and London: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1944);
Karl Rahner and Heinz Schdrmann, "Kerygma," LTK (1961), 6:122-26;
Hans-Werner Bartsch, ed., Kerygma and Mvth : A Theological Debate. 2
vols. (London:
S.P.C.K., 1962), particularly the articles by Rudolf
Bultmann; see
also Carl E. Braaten and Roy A. Harrisville, eds.,
Kerygma and History: A Symposium on the Theology of Rudolf Bultmann
(New York and Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962); Gerhard Ebeling,
Theology and Proclamation: Dialogue with Bultmann. trans. John
Riches (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966); and Eberhard Simons,
"Kerygma." gM (1969), 3:245-48.
1

**

Hans Kiing correctly points out, "
literally
means choice, selection, a minority opinion, and was used in the
Greek world to describe . . . a school or tendency, in Judaism to
describe a religious school or party like the Pharisees, the
Sadducees and the Essenes (cf. Acts 5:17; 15:5; 26:5)" (Kung, The
Church. pp. 314-15).
Therefore, Kung continues, the primitive
Lks
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was a confrontation between what was considered by each contending
party to be true and false Christian teaching. ^

This can be shown

in NT documents, particularly in the Pastoral epistles,
1 and 3 John.

Jude,

and Revelation,

Pauline statements such as Gal 1:6-9.^

as well as

in 2 Peter,

in some assertive

Of special interest here is

Church, "small and unimportant, was regarded as a Jewish 'heresy',
the 'sect of the Nazarznes’ i./rts 24:5; cf. 24:14, 28:22)." Heresy
has the basic sense of "faction", "party spirit", and "dissension"
(Gal 5:20; 1 Cor 11:19; Titus 3:10).
Besides this "neutral sense",
however, heresy is also used in the NT "in a definitely negative
sense. . .
'Heresy' means a fellowship which questions the whole
basic faith of the ecclesia by presenting 'another gospel' (cf. Gal
1:6-9)" (ibid.). See also Bultmann, Theology. 2:137.
^■Cf. Kraft, "The Development," p. 48: "To say that the word
'orthodoxy' . . . does not occur in the earliest Christian writings
is not to deny that some early Christians believed themselves to be
'right' while they considered others to be 'wrong'."
See also
Marshall, "Orthodoxy and Heresy," pp. 12, 14.
In this article,
Marshall examines the view which has gained a wide following since
the first publication in English,
in 1971, of Walter Bauer's
important book Rechtelaubigkeit und Ketzerei im altesten Christentum
(TCtbingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1934).
Bauer contends that the categories
of "orthodoxy" and "heresy" are a later development, foreign to New
Testament Christianity. His main thesis is that the Christian world
of the second century, split by many different conceptions of the
gospel, was first forced Lu face the problem of orthodoxy by the
ecclesio-political aspirations of the Roman church.
In effect, he
holds that there was no "pure" form of Christianity that existed in
the beginning which can be properly called orthodoxy.
His point is
that the "ecclesiastical position" which asserts that orthodoxy
always preceded heresy (i.e., the "unbelief, right belief, wrong
belief" model) proves to be historically wrong (Bauer, Orthodoxy and
Heresy, p. xxiii).
In the early church there was considerable
variety of belief and no uniform concept of orthodoxy at all, he
thinks, only different forms of Christianity contending for the
fidelity of believers, so that what later came to be regarded as
orthodox was not conscious of being such at first.
Marshall,
however, replies that a survey of the NT shows that the writers of
the NT were conscious of the existence of opinions different from
their own in the church, that they regarded them as incompatible
with the gospel which they believed themselves to have inherited,
and that certain groups were regarded by them as deviationist
(Marshall, "Orthodoxy and Heresy," pp. 12-13).
^This thesis not only disputes Walter Bauer's view of a lack
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the

criteria

and

norms

by

which

the

early

Christians

defined

doctrinal truth.

The Principle of Authority and the Revelational
Criterion of Orthodoxy
One ought to keep in mind that in earliest Christianity, at
the time when the apostles were alive and the documents of the NT
were still in the process of production,

the discrimination between

true and false belief and teaching^- was a matter of living activity

of distinction between true and false teaching in early Christian
ity, it also challenges, with Bauer, the long dominant Eusebian
model which affirms that there was a time, at the beginning, when
the church was perfect and doctrine uncorrupted, and that therefore
heresy represents a later perversion of an original orthodoxy.
Eusebius of Caesarea quotes in his Ecclesiastical History Hegesippus' metaphor of the church as a virgin and comments on his account
of the time when he thought new (i.e., heretical) ideas were first
introduced into Christianity, namely, in the early second century.
Writes Eusebius: "Until then the church had remained a virgin, pure
and uncorrupted . .
But when the sacred band of the apostles had
in various ways reached the end of their life, . . . then godless
error began to take shape through the deceit of false teachers, who
. . . attempted to counter the preaching of the truth by knowledge
falsely so called" (Eusebius Ecclesiasticae historiae 3.32.7-8. See
an English translation in Eusebius, The History of the Church from
Christ to Constantine, trans. and introd. by G. A. Williamson [New
York: New York University Press, 1966], p. 143).
For a discussion
on
Hegesippus' and
Eusebius' view ofthe
original unanimityof
doctrine in the church and the introduction of heresy as posterior
"innovation," see Robert L. Wilken, The Myth of Christian Begin
nings: History's Impact on Belief (Garden City, New York: Doubleday
& Company, 1971), chaps. 2 and 3.
As to evidences in the NT cf the fact that every party
considered itself on theside of the truth,
see, for instance, Rev
2:15: the church in Pergamum had among its members "those who hold
to the teaching of the Nicolaitans;" also Rev 2:20: the church in
Thyatira is rebuked for tolerating Jezebel "who calls herself a
prophetess;" and Rev 3:9, "Those who are of the synagogue of Satan
. . . claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars."
1Throughout this
dissertation the terms "doctrine"
and
"belief and teaching" are used as synonymous.
As a working
definition, I consider doctrines as formulations of that which the
church believes and teaches.
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in

the

church.^-

Christians

According

to

the

NT

testimony,

even

though

regarded the writings of the OX as their authoritative

Scriptures, ^
invested with

they

also

accepted

the Lord's

the

teaching of

authority.^

the apostles

Furthermore,

as

they believed

that the permanent activity of the Holy Spirit guided the church not
only in matters of daily life but also in illuminating the believers
in their understanding of the true meaning of both the OT Scriptures
and the proclaimed deeds and words
ruling

in matters

through
church.4

the

of

dwelling

Christian
of

the

of Christ.

life

Holy

and

Spirit

God's leading and

doctrine
in

the

was

exercised

leaders

of

the

This may be labeled the "pneumatic-charismatic" model of

authority.^

^-This living activity of discrimination between true and
false Christian doctrine, guaranteed by the charism of the Holy
Spirit, is what the Roman Catholic Church claims nowadays for its
episcopal Magisterium.
^It must be observed that the Lord Jesus' use of the
Scriptures of the OT reveals that he regarded them as possessing
divine authority.
See, for instance, the pericope of the temptation
of Jesus in Matt 4:1-11 and the Lord's saying in John 5:39.
That
both the apostles and the first disciples also held the Scriptures
in highest esteem is expressed in such passages as 2 Pet 1:19-21; 2
Tim 3:14-17; and Acts 17:11.
■^In Acts 2:42 we read of Christian converts who "devoted
themselves to the apostles' teaching."
The church is said, in Eph
2:20, to be "built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets,
with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone," while Peter
exhorts the readers of his second letter (3:2) "to recall . . . the
command given by our Lord and Saviour through your apostles."
In
his warning against the heretics Jude wants his readers to "remem
ber what the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ foretold" (Jude 17).
^This does not mean that the Holy Spirit
indwell each member of the Christian community.

did

not

also

^As an initial working definition, authority is described
essentially as one's right to rule.
For further explanation on the
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In early
found

concrete

Christianity

expression

in

the

general

principle

the

"revelational

of

authority

criterion,"

which

might he regarded as the first criterion of orthodoxy tn the history
of Christian theology.

The important fact which comes to sight here

is that the first Christians recognized that the legitimacy of their
beliefs

was

based

on

divine

authority,

which,

for

them,

meant

specifically that the Christian message had been delivered by divine
revelation.

When asked about

their

reason for holding

to

their

particular beliefs, Christians answered with a "thus said the Lord."
Christian truth was defined by the authority of revelation,^- not by
the logics of reason or by empirical evidence.

Later, the principle

of authority would find expression in the ecclesiastical criterion
of orthodoxy, which shall retain our attention subsequently in this
chapter.
count

It should be pointed out at this junction, however, that I

both

the

revelational

and

the

ecclesiastical

"traditional" criteria of Christian truth.

among

the

In other words, they are

the main criteria of "classical orthodoxy."
The principle of religious authority is the general ground
on which the criteria for distinguishing between correct and false
belief were established.

The notion of authority was present in the

conscience of the apostolic church, along with its awareness of the
existence of God, from its very beginning.

That the orthodoxy of a

doctrine is defined on the ground of divine authority means that it

meaning of authority, see the discussion below.
^On the relationship between the principle of authority and
the revelational criterion of orthodoxy, see the discussion below.
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is not defined on philosophical,
The

early church's

acceptance

scientific,

or any other ground.

of the authoritative nature of

its

beliefs and teachings should not surprise us if we keep in mind that
Christianity

was

from

its

inception

firmly

rooted

on

its

self-

understanding as a religion of revelation rather than a system of
philosophical speculation or a scientific theory of the world.
As for the term authority itself, while it is filled with a
multitude of meanings,^ it is used throughout this dissertation as
"a

relational

word

which

signifies

the

right

to

rule.

It

is

expressed in claims and is acknowledged by compliance and conform
ity. "3

In this sense, we may consider that God's right to rule in

doctrinal matters

(his teaching authority) was acknowledged by the

first Christians who were willing to relate to Him reverently and
recognized Him as
has

their ultimate

authority.

Indeed,

Christiant;_y

traditionally claimed that all authority comes ultimately from

God.3

^For many the idea of authority is colored by dark, negative
images (see Gregory G. Bolich, Authority and the Church [Washington,
D.C.: University Press of America, 1982], p. 1), and associated with
arbitrary, despotic, capricious, and absolutist rulers.
It is thus
identified with "authoritarianism," namely, that corrupt form of
exercising command that
demands
submission which
"cannot be
justified in terms of truth or morality" (J. I. Packer, Freedom.
Authority & Scripture [Leicester, England: Inter-Varsity Press,
1981], p. 16).
Not a few think that authority is immediately
related with, and necessarily opposed to, the idea of freedom.
For
them, this makes of authority something despicable.
On the other
hand, A. E. J. Rawlinson attempts to prove that a synthesis between
authority and freedom is both possible and necessary (Rawlinson,
Authority and Freedom. The Blshoo Paddock Lectures for 1923 [London:
Longmans, Green and Co., 1933]).
^Packer, Freedom. Authority & Scripture, p. 15.
3Cf.

Jack

Dominian,

Authority

(Huntington,

Indiana:
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The

early

controversies.

church,

however,

was

not

without

doctrinal

The diversity already evident in the first century

A..D.^- originated some theological differences which at times caused
conflicts between the contending parties^ (see e.g., 1 John 4:2b-3;
cf.

2:18-19).

necessarily

In

arose

view

of

concerning

these
the

controversies

specific

the

authority

question

which

might

determine "right" doctrine.^
The situation of a church which was organized in accordance
with

its

Spirit
return,

faith

during

in
the

the

leading activity

so-believed

short

of

span

the Lord
of

time

through his

prior

to

his

could not remain unchanged when every individual Christian

was claiming the guidance of the Holy Spirit while holding beliefs
that at times were contradictory with those of his or her fellowbelievers
authority,^

(see

1 John

then,

4:1).

did not

seem

The
to

pneumatic-charismatic
be

suitable

for

model

settling

of
the

Sunday Visitor, 1976), p. 7.
^The existence of such a diversity seems to be undisputed
even by evangelical NT scholars.
I. Howard Marshall, for instance,
asserts that the only valid point in Valter Bauer's thesis is that
there was a variety of belief in the first century (Marshall,
"Orthodoxy and Heresy," p. 13; cf. Daniel J. Harrington, "The
Reception of Walter Bauer's Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Chris
tianity During the Last Decade," HTR 73 [1980]:292).
^Variety of belief does not necessarily mean that conflict
has to arise.
Nevertheless, when such variety goes beyond mere
pluralism into open contradiction, and a central teaching of the
church is challenged thus threatening the spiritual stability and
the very existence of the community of faith, the categories of true
and false teaching become relevant.
■^See Bultmann, Theology. 2:138.
^See above, p. 32.
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controversies which sprang from such contradictions.

The necessity

of a concrete court of appeal or specific authority able to settle
the

doctrinal

church became

conflicts which
obvious.

alleged

express
right

Spirit-led

the concern as

and who

was

times

Some urgent

judge among differing opinions?
an

at

threatened

questions

to divide

arose:

the

Uho was

to

Uho was to decide the legitimacy of

instruction?

In

brief,

these

questions

to "the norm" which was to define who was

deviant. ^

The

issue

was

not whether or not

Christian beliefs were based upon divine authority.^

For the first

Christians the

problem of authority was confined to what in the

view

of some is to

be called "mediate authorities,

also

which may be

1-We must note that the expressions "concrete court of
appeal," "specific authority," "mediate authority," and "norm" are
in this context synonymous.
^In addition, the early church recognized that God's final
authority was manifested in the person of the Lord Jesus.
See J.
Norval Geldenhuys, Supreme Authority: The Authority of the Lord. His
Apostles and the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Um. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1953), p. 13.
^Besides
the authority of God which is traditionally
recognized uy Christians as final,
some authors,
like Dennis
Campbell, have spoken in terms of "mediate authorities," i.e., some
"critical
tools"--used to judge among conflicting theological
positions--such as the Bible, church tradition and teaching, the
inner
experience
of
individual
believers,
and
philosophical
reasoning (Dennis M. Campbell, Authority and the Renewal of American
Theology [Philadelphia: United Church Press, 1976], p. 2). Campbell
correctly points out that "Christianity has never been of one mind
with regard to mediate authority for theological thought and ethical
prescription" (ibid., p. 3). These mediate authorities are the ones
that Rupert Davies wants to replace by the concept of "witnesses" to
the supreme authority of Jesus Christ.
His argument is that since
Christ himself is for the Christian the supreme authority, what we
need
are
"trustworthy
witnesses"
rather
than
"unimpeachable
authorities" (Rupert E . Davies, Religious Authority in an Age of
Doubt [London: Epworth Press, 1968], p. 219 and passim).
In brief,
to put it in Auguste Sabatier's words,
"the divers religious
orthodoxies differ, as to the form or the seat of authority; some

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

37
identified with what

in

this dissertation are labeled "norms"

of

orthodoxy.
Agreeing

on

Christian

doctrine

considered

one

question

of

fundamental

of

center

stage

authoritative

and
the

prescribes

most

norm

disturbing problems
It

theological

concerning

issue^

antithesis,

which

religious

orthodoxy-heresy.

orthodoxy-heresy
Christianity.

an

can

also

particularly

be

the
at

defines

true

belief^-

can

be

arising

from

the

regarded

as

the

structure

of

the

the

inception

of

Indeed the issue of religious authority--placed in
from

the

reflection- -is, for some,

beginning
at

of

the heart

the

Christian

of most

theological

if not all theo

logical questions.^

put it in the Bible, others in the Church; but they are in
to its nature. All of them claim that the authority which
constituted
within
themselves is
the expression of
authority"
(Auguste Sabatier, Religions of Authority
Religion of the Spirit [New York: McClure, Phillips & Co.,
xxviii).

accord as
they have
a divine
and
the
1905], p.

^■Bernard Ramm observes that the matter of authority in
religion refers to a basic problem: "Is there anything in religion
which demands that a man think a certain way about religion and not
another?
Is there a man, a society, a principle, or a document
which has the right to prescribe religious belief?" (B. Ramm, The
Pattern of Authority [Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 1957], p. 16).
^The issue of religious authority consists
applying the principle of authority in a concrete way.

basically

in

■^So Rupert E. Davies, The Problem of Authority
in the
Continental Reformers (London: The Epworth Press, 1946), p.
9.
Similarly, Ronald Leicester affirms that almost all theological
questions are wrapped up in the question of religious authority
(Leicester, "Opening Speech", f.r> Authority and the Church: Papers
and Discussions at a Conference Between Theologians of the Church of
England and the German Evangelical Church, ed. R. R. Williams,
Bishop
Leicester [London: S.P.C.K, 1965], p. ix) . P. T. Forsyth
calls the question of authority "the central question of religion."
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The teaching of the apostles as a
norm of orthodoxy
AC Chis poinc it may be profitable Co examine the problem as
co

the

norm

which

was

to

define

correct

doctrine

through

the

testimony of the apostle Paul, who often found himself confronted by
religious

opponents

large

be

to

used

and whose
for

this

corpus

specific

of writings
purpose.

is
His

considered as an illustration of the dilemma of

sufficiently
case

may

be

the early church

regarding who was right and who was deviant.
In referring to the experience of Paul,

I address what may

have been the first movement toward the development of "classical
orthodoxy," namely,

the recognition of the apostles as the bearers

of

authoritative

a

reliable

and

tradition,^

and hence

of

their

teaching as the norm of Christian orthodoxy.

In the Prologue of his book he specifies that "the conviction in
these pages is that the principle of authority is ultimately the
whole religious question" (Forsyth, The Principle of Authority in
Relation to Certainty.
Sanctity and Society. 2d ed.
[London:
Independent Press, 1952], pp. 17, 2).
^■The notion of tradition as a technical term needs some
definition.
In the language of the New Testament (e.g.. Luke 1:2; 1
Cor 11:2,23; 15:3; 1 Thess 2:13; Col 2:6; 2 Pet 2:21; Jude 3) as of
the early fathers (e.g., Pol. Phil 7:2; 1 Clem 7:2; Did 4:13; B a m
19:11), the term conveyed the idea of "transmission" (-irotpd*Soyi<) ,
i.e., authoritative delivery.
By tradition the early fathers
usually meant doctrine which the Lord committed to the church
through his apostles, Irrespective of whether it was handed down
orally or in writing (see Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, pp. 3031; cf. Bultmann, Theology. 2:119-27). More recently, tradition has
denoted the body of unwritten doctrine handed down in the church, in
contradistinction from the Scriptures, as indicated in the Council
of Trent "Decree on Apostolic Tradition and Holy Scriptures" (see
Henry Denzinger, The Sources of Catholic Dogma, trans. Roy J.
Deferrari from the 30th ed. of Denzinger's Enchiridion Svmbolorum.
rev. Karl Rahner [St. Louis, Missouri: B. Herder Book Co., 1957],
no. 783. Quoted hereafter as Denz.).
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When Paul's authority (which was not final but mediate) was
disputed in the churches of Galatia, Christian believers faced the
dilemma as to whom they were

to listen--Paul or to his opponents.

This in turn implied a more basic question: What was the criterion
by

which

their

assessed?
rightness

claim

of

authority

and

correctness

was

to

Paul's answer involved the revelational criterion.
of

his

revelation.^-

doctrine

He

indeed

came

from

claimed

its

origin

divine

in

the

endorsement

be
The

Lord's

for

his

teachings: "The gospel I preached is not something that man made up.
I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather,

I

received it by revelation from Jesus Christ" (Gal 1:11-12).
One
those

may

suppose,

"false brothers

however,

that

the

apostle's

opponents,

[who] had infiltrated our ranks"

(Gal 2:4),

claimed the same divine origin for their own teaching.^
to whom could Paul

appeal

teaching in this situation?

as

a norm

for

the

To what or

correctness

of his

Since the logical answer, i.e., "to the

teaching of Jesus Christ," seemed to be the answer of his opponents,
too, Paul's argument was that his preaching of the gospel had been
accepted by those who were apostles before he was

(Gal 2:6-10; cf.

^Since Christianity came into the world as a religion of
revelation, it is of its esse to claim a supernatural origin for its
message.
Its ultimate source lays in Jesus Christ as the climax of
God's revelation (see Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, pp. 29ff.).
■‘Jaroslav Pelikan observes that "the heretics were no less
implacable than the orthodox in claiming that only their position
was the correct one" (Pelikan, Catholic Tradition, p. 69).
This
fact may explain why R. Bultmann holds that an appeal to a revela
tion directly accorded by the Lord or by the Holy Spirit "could only
make the problem all the more delicate and the embarrassment all the
greater" (Bultmann, Theology. 2:138).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

40
1:17)

and who also

Lord.

had

received

their message

directly

from

the

In effect, fourteen years after his first visit to Jerusalem

to see Peter and James, he had gone in response to a revelation to
those

"who seemed to be

before them the gospel

leaders"

in Jerusalem and privately

that I preach among the Gentiles"

"set

(Gal 2:2).

The apostles had recognized that Paul's teaching was in harmony with
what they had received from the Lord, and chat,
the

endorsement

of

God's

authority

(Gal

therefore,

2:7-9).

The

it had

matter

of

Paul's authority was thus settled in apostolic collegial agreement.
This would mean that the revelational and an ecclesiastical criteria
were working along the same lines.^
The importance of this incident can hardly be overestimated.
It should be noticed, first, that Paul did not receive his authority
through

apostolic

college

of

the

succession,

apostles.

though

The

it

implicit

was

recognized

notion

of

an

by

the

apostolic

college, which included such diverse views as those of Peter, Paul,
James,
any

of

truth.^

and John
the

(Gal 2:9),^ discarded the individual authority of

apostles

as

the

In the second place,

only

or

superior

norm

of

Christian

the juxtaposition of direct revela-

^■What needs to be underlined here is that the Christian
truth was not seen as entrusted to one individual alone, but to the
whole ecclesia.
^On this matter, see F. F. Bruce's relevant study Peter.
Stephen. James, and John: Studies in Early Non-Pauline Christianity.
^Edwin Hatch notes that the mainstream church found it
necessary to lay stress on an "apostolic consensus."
All parties
within the church agreed as to the need of a tribunal, observes he,
but the problem was that each party had its own, i.e., each made its
appeal to a different apostle.
The Gnostics, for instance, built
upon one apostle or another.
Thus Basilides preferred to follow a
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tion^ and mediated tradition^ as sources of authority was unques
tionably the reality in the life of the early church.
himselfappeals

to

some

teachings

which,

it

In fact, Paul

seems,

he

did

not

receive through direct revelation but through the channel of human
tradition (1 Cor 15:3-7).
in God's
private

Revelation,
nihil

This tradition had its origin, however,

namely,

obstatwhich

in

the Christ-event.

Paul's teaching

Finally,

received

from

the

"those

reputed to be pillars" and, on the other hand, the objections to his
preaching

by

position had,

those

whom

however,

he

regards

as

"false

brothers"--whose

influenced Peter's conduct

(Gal 2:11-16)--

witness not only to the diversity that existed in the early church
but

also

to

its

necessity

to

define

the

latitude

of

acceptable

variety of doctrine.
In Paul's case
addition

to both

the

one discerns that, in consonance with and in
principle of authority and the

revelational

tradition from Matthias (see Hippolytus Refutation of All Heresies
7.8.1 [ANF, 5:103]), the Naasseni
traced their doctrine to James
(Hippolytus Refutation 5.2.1 [ANF,
5:48]), and Valentinus was said
to be a follower of Theudas, who was a pupil of Paul (see Clement of
Alexandria Stromata 7.17 [ANF, 2:555]).
Origen explains the origin
of Christian heresies (i.e., parties) not as the result of faction
and strife, but of following individuals who admired Christianity
while holding some discordant views (Origen Contra Celsus 3.12 [ANF,
4:469]).
Conversely, Hatch points out, the
Catholic tendency
stressed the unity of the apostles; their tradition was not that of
Peter, or James, or John, but of "the twelve" (see Edwin Hatch, The
Influence of Greek Ideas and Usages upon the Christian Church: The
Hibbert Lectures. 1888. 2d ed.,
ed. A. M.
Fairbaim [London:
Williams and Norgate, 1891], pp. 316-17).
^■Namely, the charismatic model of authority.
^That is to say, the leadership-of-office pattern of church
authority.
This model of authority is represented in the NT by the
appointment of bishops or elders to be pastors and overseers of the
local congregations (see, for instance, Acts 14:23; Phil 1:1).
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criterion identified thus far, a concrete nunn of orthodoxy had come
into focus; that is, the teaching of the apostles.
the

NT^-

as

well

as

extra-canonical

writings

The documents of
of

the

first

two

centuries^ witness to the widespread acceptance of the authority of
the apostles through whom the Lord's will was regarded to have been
expressed.^

That "the

twelve's"^ authority

remained unquestioned

even after their death is attested,

for instance, by the fact that

the

the

earliest

known

Church

Order,

"Teaching of the Twelve Apostles."

Didache . bears

the

title

Due to the authoritative status

1-See above, p. 32, especially n. 3.
^As far as the non-canonical writings are concerned, one
reads in 1 Clem 42:1-2: "The apostles received the gospel for us
from the Lord Jesus Christ; Jesus, the Christ, was sent from God.
Thus Christ is from God and the apostles from Christ" (Cyril C.
RichArdson, ed., Early Christian Fathers
[New York: Macmillan
Publishing Co., 1970], p. 33).
Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, ranks
the apostles with the Lord in Magn 7:1: "The Lord did nothing
without the Father (either on his own or by the apostles)."
He
admonishes in Magn 13:1, "Make a real effort, then, to stand firmly
by the orders of the Lord and the apostles." Likewise the letter of
Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, to the Philippians (6:3) exhorts: "Let
us 'serve him with fear and all reverence,' as he himself has
commanded, and also the apostles who preached the gospel to us”
(This English version of Ignatius' and Polycarp's letters is also in
Richardson, Earlv Christian Fathers) .
It is hardly surprising
therefore that ca. A.D. 200, Serapion, bishop of Antioch, stated
that "Peter and the rest of the apostles we accept as
the Lord"
(Sernpion, Libro de Evangelio
Petri [£G, 5:1373, 1374]).
The idea
that the church's message rested upon the witness of the apostles to
Christ was more fully elaborated by Justin's time (see, for
instance, his First Apology 66.3, and Dialogue with Trvnho 103.8
[ANF, 1:185, 251]).
^See Bultmann, Theology. 2:138-39.
^Bultmann points out that the ^itle "apostle" (a sent man, a
messenger), which originally was accorded to all Christian mission
aries, was narrowed down to include only "the twelve," and Paul, who
was the only exception to this restriction (see Bultmann, Theology.
2:105,139).
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reached by che apostles,

their

teaching was logically regarded as

the fundamental norm of correct Christian belief.

The New Testament Canon as a norm
of orthodoxy
Apart from the question of apostolic authority, Paul's case
might

be

regarded

development

of

authority had

as

an

classical
rapidly

illustration
orthodoxy.

become widely

churches founded by him (1 Cor 9:2).
accepted the apostle's

gospel (1 Cor

of

a

further

It seems

step in

clear

recognized,

at

that

the

Paul’s

least in

the

Those early believers who had
15:1)^- soon faced a dilemma

concerning the authenticity of his letters.

Already in Paul's life

time there seems to have been some writings

falsely attributed to

him in which the apostle rejected some teachings as incorrect (see
Thess

2:1-5).

Christian

Paul was

documents

not

were

alone here.

attributed,

at

The
times

fact

that

falsely,

2

several
to

other

apostles, witnesses to the authoritative status that the latter had
reached among the churches.

Since Christians regarded the teaching

of the apostles chosen by Jesus as normative, their writings as well
as

those

of

their

closer

collaborators^

came

to

be

considered,

especially after the death of the apostles, the normative source of
Christian doctrine.
Still,
regarded as

which

genuine

among

the

apostles'

writings

and holding apostolic authority?

were

to

be

Which ones

^-For references to "Paul's gospel" ("my gospel"),
2:16; 16:25; 1 Thess 1:5; 2 Thess 2:14; 2 Tim 2:8.

see Rom

^E.g., Mark and Luke.
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were

authentic

apostolic

documents?

This

particular predicament

would further increase from the second century on as the struggle
between the mainstream Christian body and the marginal groups became
more intense.

Due to the authoritative status of the apostles, the

authenticity and canonicity of the apostolic writings became almost
synonymous.
Before

the

existence

of

an

officially

sanctioned

New

Testament Canon,^ Christians were increasingly confronted with the
issue of identifying the books which were to be accepted as norma
tive.-*

The available historical evidence shows that at first there

*\John Knox,
Criticism and
Cokesbury Press, 1952), pp. 66-67.

Faith

(New

York:

Abingdon-

^It must be remembered that, as far as we know, the first
Christian who seems to have set limits to the documents which were
to be considered as authoritative was the heretic Marcion, who
spread his views in the middle of the second century (see, for
instance, Hans von Campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian
Bible, trans. J. A. Baker [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972], pp.
148ff; also Adolf von Hamack, History of Dogma. 7 vols., trans.
Neil Buchanan [New York: Dover Publications, 1961], 1:280-81).
The
first to name the twenty-seven books of the NT as exclusively
canonical was Athanasius, the patriarch of Alexandria, in his 39th
Easter Letter of 367 A.D. (See Marie-Joseph Lagrange, Histoire
ancienne du canon du Nouveau Testament. 2d ed. [Paris: J. Gabalda,
1933], pp. 134-36; Alexander Souter, The Text and Canon of the New
Testament. 2d ed., rev. C. S. C. Williams [London: Gerald Duckworth
& Co., 1954], p. 171.
-’The contention has been made that each party was willing to
accept as "canonical" only those books which served to support its
views. Thus Michael E. Stone, professor at the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem,
suggests that in the formation of their canonical
writings both Judaism and Christianity rejected material which was
not in agreement with their orthodoxies, i.e., with the varieties
"which became
dominant
and
survived"
(Michael
Edward Stone,
Scriptures. Sects and Visions: A Profile of Judaism from Ezra to the
Jewish Revolts [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980], p. 53).
In a
similar vein, Kraft observes that mainstream Christianity wanted to
accept the writings of the NT as authoritative for other reasons
than just apostolic origin.
He points out that some writings of
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was

no

unanimity

Christianity.1

on

this

point

among

the

various

centers

of

In the gradual process of the formation of the New

widely disputed apostolicity finally came to be included in the
Canon--e.g., Hebrews, 2 Peter, Revelation--whereas others which also
claimed apostolicity were not ultimately included--e.g . , the Gospel
of Thomas, letters of Clement, letter of Barnabas.
The "gnostic
problem," for instance, Kraft holds, "provided a catalyst and also
provided certain criteria for selection" (see Kraft, "The Develop
ment," pp. 51-52, 55).
Such a contention may find support in various historical
facts. Marcion's canon, for instance, can be considered minimalist.
It consisted of no more than Luke's Gospel, with all seemingly
Judaizing passages excised, and only ten Pauline epistles similarly
edited. This was consistent with his rejection of the OT and of all
writings which seemed to him infected with a Jewish outlook (see
Tertullian Contra Marcion 4.4-5: 5 [ANF, 3:348-50, 429-474]). While
Marcion was concerned to set the limits between his community and
the larger Christian body--in a similar way as Irenaeus, for
instance, and other orthodox Christians set a boundary which
excluded Gnostic groups from orthodox Christianity--several of the
treatises found at the Nag Hammadi library seem to indicate that
some Gnostics were willing to draw connections between their
movements and the larger Christian communities.
Their maximalist
approach led them to use alongside the canonical writings of the
"orthodox," which they anyway edited, a mass of other traditions as
well as poetical and subjective creations not employed by the former
(see Pheme Perkins, "Gnosticism as a Christian Heresy," The Encyclo
pedia of Religion [1987], 5:579; see also Theodor Zahn, "Canon of
Scripture," NSchHerERK [1908], 2:395-96).
The Muratorian canon was
most probably written under Roman influence (c.200 A.D.), so it
could reflect the theology of that sector of Christianity. There is
no place in it for Gnostic literature, Marcion and Montanism, nor
for such documents of Jewish Christian flavor as the Letter to the
Hebrews and the Epistle of James.
However, there is room for an
Apocalypse of Peter and. with some reservations, for the Shepherd
written by Hermas in Rome.
Yet, that the NT Canon is also the
result of a sifting aimed at supporting a unilateral view of Chris
tianity can be held only with difficulty due to the diversity--in
the view of some even opposed and conflicting positiins--represented
by its documents.
Since the events of the fourth century made the
isolation of segments of Christianity almost impossible,
the
resulting "ecumenical consciousness of the church overleaped all
barriers and affected even the canon" (Zahn, "Canon of Scripture,"
p. 399).
What we have therefore in the NT is "a remarkably wide
spectrum of early Christian orientations which, however, shuns the
farther extremes" (Johnston, "Orthodoxy and Heresy in the Biblical
P e r i o d , p . 16) .
^-According to

the

synods

of the late

fourth century,
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Testament Canon,'- which took place essentially during the second and
third centuries, the criteria for recognizing the canonical books as
such^ seem to have been both authenticity and apostolic origin, as

exact shape of the Canon of the NT still remained imprecise until
the beginning of the fifth century (Zahn, "Canon of Scripture," p.
399) . For the different lists of New Testament documents regarded
as canonical by early Christian communities, see, for instance,
Adolf von Harnack, The Origin of the New Testament and the Most
Important Consequences of the New Creation, trans. J. R. Wilkinson
(New York: Macmillan Co., 1925), pp. 1-114, especially the Appendix
II: "Forerunners and Rivals of the New Testament" (ibid. , pp. 169183).
See also A. Souter, The Text and Canon of the New Testament,
pp. 137-220; Oscar Cullmann, The Early Church: Studies in Early
Christian History and Theology, ed. A. J. B. Higgins, trans. A. J.
B. Higgins and S. Godman (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1956),
pp. 39-54; Robert M. Grant, The Formation of the New Testament (New
York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1965), pp. 148-80; Werner Georg
Kvimmel, ed. , Introduction to the New Testament, trans. A. J.
Mattill, Jr., 14th rev. ed. (Nashville and New York: Abingdon Press,
1966), pp. 334-358; H. von Campenhausen, The Formation of the
Christian Bible, pp. 147-268; Bruce M. Metzger, The Earlv Versions
of the New Testament: Their Origin. Transmission, and Limitations
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977); and Charles F. D. Moule, The Birth
of the New Testament. 3rd. ed. (San Francisco: Harper & Row,
Publishers, 1982), pp. 235-69.
^•Regarding the formation of the Canon of the NT, in-depth
studies and investigations were conducted during the 19th and the
early 20th centuries.
One may safely conclude that the New
Testament is not the product of official assemblies, of conciliar
decisions, or of the studies of a few theologians (cf. Grant,
Formation of N T . p. 10).
Still, the affirmation that the Canon is
not the product of the church but of the Holy Spirit needs qualifi
cation.
The collection of the books of the NT was created by the
church in the sense that, under the guidance of the Spirit, the
Christian communities chose Che books which in their view adequately
represented the legitimate teaching of Che Lord and his apostles.
The Spirit did not work alone, apart from the communities.
Rather
He acted in and through the church.
^Both the fact Chat the church had to recognize its
authoritative Scriptures through a process which lasted about four
centuries and the considerations presented so far in our main text
and footnotes pose the old problem of finding out whether it was
orthodoxy that selected a canon of scriptures or whether certain
scriptures shaped an orthodoxy.
In other words, it must be decided
which proposition is correct: either "the church created the Canon"
or "the Scriptures created the church."
In the understanding of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

47
well

as

the

liturgy of

the

church and

the

content

of

the books

themselves.
In this way,

simultaneously

and

in correlation2

with

the

emphasis on the doctrine of the church as apostolic, another norm of
classical orthodoxy was naturally developing with the fixing of the
list of the neo-testamentarian documents regarded as the definitive
standard of Christian doctrine.
The importance of recognizing a corpus of writings as a norm
of true belief can hardly be exaggerated.

In fixing and accepting

the NT Canon, the church-* was officially setting the boundaries of

conservative Protestants, the idea that the Canon is not the product
of the church means that it was not the church as a human community
which attributed inspired value to some writings. In their view the
church was led by the Spirit to recognize the intrinsic inspired
nature and authoritative status of those writings.
In this way the
authority of God's word is prior to and above that of the church.
On the contrary, in Roman Catholic textbooks it is affirmed that the
Catholic Church is the mother of the New Testament: "If she had not
scrutinized carefully the writings of her children, rejecting some
and approving others as worthy of inclusion in the canon of the New
Testament, there would be no New Testament today” (John A. O ’Brien,
Xhe Faith of Millions: The Credentials of the Catholic Religion
[Huntington, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor, 1974], p. 127).
More
scholarly Catholic works, however, hold that the inspired nature of
the canonical books "does not consist in the fact that the
Scriptures have been accepted as canonical by the Church" (Karl
Rahner, Inspiration in the Bible. 2d rev. ed. [Fribourg: Herder; and
London: B u m s & Oates, 1964], p. 11).
As to the question of which
is first, the church or the Scriptures, in my opinion it may well be
that the "either or" is a false dilemma.
*-In connection with the last criterion, i.e., the content of
thebooks, R. M. Grant observes that the fact that the
Gospel of
Thomas, for instance, was not treated as canonical indicates that
the bulk of early Christian theology was not Gnostic (see Grant,
Formation of N T . p. 180).
2

Ibid., p. 9.

^From what has been discussed above, it should be clear that
by "the church" we mean the whole community of
Christian believers,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

48
what: it had already acknowledged in practice as the written source
and standard of legitimate Christian doctrine.
accepted a written norm,
its liturgy,

structure,

Since the church had

its beliefs and preaching--not to mention
and practices,

in general its whole life--

were bound to be constantly checked by that standard.

Besides and

of utmost importance for our study, delineating the limits of the NT
Canon meant

that the living and Spirit-led activity of discernment

of correct teaching^ would progressively give place to the doctrinal
authority of a set of sacred writings.
writings

was

believed

to

contain

the

To be
kernel

apostolic living proclamation and teaching.^

true,
of

this set of

the

very

same

This means chat the

principle lying behind the establishing of the NT Canon was that the
tradition

of

the

apostles

was

regarded

as normative

analysis

of the

for

all

subsequent tradition of the church.
A
classical
claiming

historical-theological
orthodoxy
to

hold

to

shows
the

chat
truth^

the

controversies

served

as

the

development

of

between parties
catalyst

for

the

not merely its leaders.
This is the sense in which I use the term
in this whole section dealing with the NT Canon.
^■See above, pp. 31-32.
2

‘This apostolic living proclamation and teaching can also be
technically referred to as the "living tradition" of the apostles.
For further discussion on the relationship between the living and
the written apostolic tradition, see below, pp. 55-59.
^In addition to the controversies concerning the apostol
icity of Paul, we can mention the controversies between those who
later began to be called orthodox, catholic Christians in their
confrontation with syncretistic Gnosticism, sectarian Marcionism,
enthusiastic Montanism, and the like.
Interestingly enough, the
Montanist movement (c.175 A.D.) advocated the revelational criterion
by contending that a new period of prophecy had already opened,
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emergence of the two related norms of Christian truth which we have
identified so

far,

namely,

the

Canon of the New Testament.^concrete

expression

of

the

teaching of

the

apostles

and

the

These norms may be regarded as the
revelational

criterion

of

orthodoxy.

They are indeed the first norms of orthodoxy clearly identifiable in
the

history

considered

of
the

Christian

theology

authoritative

and,

original

as

such,

sources^

of

they
the

may

be

Christian

message.
We cannot overlook the fact that the establishing of these
two norms means that in their proclamation and teaching the early
Christians looked back to a unique event in the past, namely, God’s
revelation in Jesus Christ.^

The revelational nature of the Christ-

event and the authoritative witness of the apostles to Christ were
regarded

as

so

fundamental

retrospective attitude,

to

the

Christian

message

a constant "return to the sources,"

that

a

in the

church's definition of correct belief and teaching was considered of
the essence of the kerygmatic dimension of its mission.

against the mainstream church's position which regarded the age of
revelation as closed with the death of the lastsurviving apostle
and the canon of the NT as completed.
^Namely, the list of NT documents regarded aslegitimately
containing the teaching of Jesus and the apostles.
^The expression "original sources," even though redundant
("source" has already the semantic connotation of origin), is
intended to designate the historically or chronologically primordial
sources of Christian doctrine.
■*"The mark of all orthodoxy is that truth has been given
somewhere
in
the past,"
remarks
Kenneth Cauthen
(Systematic
Theology:
A Modem
Protestant Approach
[Lewiston,
New York;
Queenston, Ontario: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1986], p. 16).
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The possession of a written norm of Christian truth had at
least two important consequences.

First, the unalterable nature of

a written source of doctrine made it possible for the church to have
a reliable tool for checking its own orthodoxy and orthopraxis.^
the

extent

that

the

church

would

indeed

to

the

normativity of the apostolic witness as recorded in the Canon,

the

latter would outrank it in authority.
foreground

the

question

of

the

submit

itself

To

This statement brings to the

church's

authority.

A

second

consequence of having a written norm of orthodoxy is precisely that
the

authority

of

the

church

and

the

authority

of

Scriptures found themselves in a state of potential

the

Canon

tension.

of
The

latter was openly manifested in the Tradition-Scriptures controversy
at the

time of the Protestant Reformation.

Canon--which,

the

inspiration of
which

church

by

contradictory
teaching.

had

been

recorded

under

the

the Holy Spirit--and the authority of the church--

Christians

assisted

confessed,

The authority of the

the

regarded as
charism

norms

for

of
the

derived
the

directly from

Spirit--set

definition

of

up

the
two

correct

Lord

and

seemingly
belief

and

The identification and description of these norms as well

as the criteria and theological issues lying behind them is our task
in the following pages.

The Principle of Tradition and the Ecclesiastical
Criterion of Orthodoxy
With the passing of time, the idea of tradition (iraipaiSca'i^)

^This meant that
the
risk of being found faulty when
measured against that norm was an open possibility for the church.
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Ln

the

technical

Christian message^

sense

of

acquired

authoritative
increased

transmission

relevance

of

for at least

the
two

reasons.

The very fact of the permanence of the church in the world

through

several

generations

establishing of processes,
sion of its message.
heresy gave

created

structures,

Besides,

the

conditions

for

the

and mechanisms of transmis

the struggles of the church against

increasing importance to the concept of tradition from

the second century onwards.
As it occurred with the concept of a Canon of the NT scrip
tures,

so the

idea of an oral tradition was not exclusive of the

mainstream church.
the

first

time

Interestingly enough,
among

non-orthodox

these notions emerged for

Christians.^

The

church's

elaboration on the concept of tradition was indeed a reaction on its
part to the gnostic claim of possessing a secret

irwpiSo «■(.<;. 3

In

3See above, p. 38, n. 1.
Jaroslav Pelikan observes that
"tradition" refers simultaneously to the process of communication of
doctrine and to its content.
It means "the handing down of
Christian teaching, .
but it also means that which was handed
down" (Pelikan, Catholic Tradition, p. 7).
Tradition, remarks he,
"is the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is the dead faith
of the living" (ibid., p. 9).
Since in Christianity salvation rests upon the proclamation
of the Word (Rom 10:13-17; Mark 16:15-16), the transmission of the
gospel brought by Jesus Christ from generation to generation (John
17:20) is of the essence of the church.
We may thus safely affirm
that Christianity cannot exist in its historical dimension without
tradition.
^Thus Hans von Campenhausen notes that the view of a public
line of succession-tradition was formulated by the mainstream church
against the contention, first raised by Gnostics, of a secret oral
tradition (H. F. von Campenhausen, Kirchliches Amc und gelstlit.he
Vollmacht in den ersten drei Jahrhunderten [Tubingen: Verlag J. C.
B. Mohr, 1953], pp. 163-94).
As to the influence of the heretic
Marcion in the formation of the NT Canon, see above, p. 44, n. 2.
3 See,

for instance, Josef Ratzinger,

"Primacy,

Episcopate,
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the principle of a public and uninterrupted line of tradition (i.e.,
the principle of succession-tradition^-) , the point at issue was the
faithful continuity of genuine Christian teaching.
Toward the second half of the second century,
between

the various

Gnostic

parties

and what

Catholic Christianity^ grew more intense.
charged with

have

access

to

an

alleged

"secret

controversy

authority,

i.e.,

in

which

both

a

The Gnostics claimed to

apostolic

parties

called

to its own ends,

expounded the true meaning of Christ's teachings.
this

to be

Since each party could be

interpreting the same Scriptures

hermeneutical criterion was much in need.

began

the struggle

tradition"^

which

In the context of

appealed

to

the

same

that of the apostles,^ non-Gnostic Christians felt

and Apostolic Succession," in Karl Ranner and Josef Ratzinger, The
Episcopate and the Primacy (New York: Herder and Herder, 1963), p.
50.
^This is the same as the principle of tradition referred to
earlier.
^The first appearance in Christian literature of the phrase
"the Catholic church" occurs in Ign. Smyr 8:2 (c. 107 A.D.), where
it stands for the universal church in contrast to the local
congregation (see Richardson, Early Christian Fathers, pp.
112,
115) .
In the document known as the "Martyrdom of Polycarp" there
are references to "the whole Catholic church throughout the world"
(8:1), and to "the bishop of the Catholic church in Smyrna" (16:2).
(See ibid., pp. 151, 155).
It is the Muratorian canon (c. 200
A.D.?) which specifically mentions Che "Church caCholic" as distinct
from the heretical congregations.
(For English translation of the
Muratorian
Fragment,
see
Theodor
Zahn,
"Muratorian
Canon,"
NSchHerERK. 8:56; see also ANF, 5:603-604).
^Irenaeus charges the heretics with asserting that the truth
cannot be extracted from the Scriptures "by those who are ignorant
of tradition."
The Gnostics alleged, according to Irenaeus, "that
the truth was not delivered by means of written documents, but viva
voce" (Irenaeus Adversus haereses 3.2.1 [ANF 1:415]).
^That all parties appealed to the apostolic teaching as the
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compelled

not

only

to determine

more

clearly

the

limits

of

the

canonical Scriptures but also to stress the importance of "an oral
tradition handed down openly"
generation

to

generation until

importance

began

to be

given

from Christ,

via the apostles,

their tirae.^to

the

Thus,

from

an increasing

tradition preserved

"in

the

Christian churches of apostolic origin.

authoritative tribunal of Christian doctrine is witnessed, for
instance, by the Gnostic Ptolemaeus in his Letter to Flora.
Discussing the mystery of the origin of both the demiurge and the
devil from one incorruptible and good first principle, Ptolemaeus
writes: "For, God willing, you will learn later about their origin
and generation, once you are granted the apostolic tradition, which
we too have received by succession, together with judging all
matters by the doctrine of the Saviour" (Ptolemaeus Ad Floram
epistola fPG. 7:1289, 1291, 1292]; cf. Robert M. Grant, ed.,
Gnosticism:__A Source Book of Heretical Writings from Ehfi Early
Christian Period [New York: Harper & Brothers, 1961], p. 190).
Gilles Quispel comments that Ptolemaeus received his teaching
essentially from Valentinus, who in turn based his own on the
doctrine of Theudas, disciple of Paul.
Quispel notes chat this one
was, however, a secret tradition (G. Quispel, Ptoldmee. Lettre k
Flor?; enelygQ ■ texte critique, traduction, commentaire et index
erec [Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1966], p. 104).
l"The Church opposed Gnosis with the living Si.0(Soxn which
is . . . traditio and successio all in one: the word bound up with a
witness, and the witness bound to the word" (Ratzinger, "Primacy,
Episcopate, and Apostolic Succession, p. 50). The church formulated
the principle of an oral plus a written tradition, observes
Ratzinger,
"precisely
to defend herself against
the gnostic
allegation of a TT*otp6 £ 0 0 *1 4
(an unwritten tradition). The
uninterrupted SwatSoxT ( trorpAS0 0 *1 4 ) iiroc'CoXtK^ of the Church was
for the early anti-gnostic theologians precisely the proof that
there was no such thing as the trot pot So 1.4 <xypc*<pc>4
which the
Gnostics preached (at least in the form alleged by the Gnostics)"
(ibid.).
^Irenaeus, for instance, argues against the Gnostics and
other heretics that the churches that stood in succession with the
apostles were the recipients of the true tradition which originates
from
them
(Irenaeus
Adversus
haereses
3.2.2
[ANF,
1:415]).
Similarly, Tertullian writes that the true Christian faith is
preserved in the apostolic churches
(Tertullian Praescriptione
haereticorum 20 [ANF 3:252]).
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In this way, the principle of authority and the principle of
tradition
criterion"

merged
of

and

found

Christian

expression

truth.^

in

According

the

"ecclesiastical

to

the

classical

understanding of this criterion, the true faith was preserved in the
church and in the church only,^ to which belonged both the canonical
Scriptures and the authentic oral tradition of the apostles.
Though to lessen the value of the revelational criterion or
the normativity of the Canon may have not been intended, at the time
of the early fathers and the apologists an increasing importance was
given to the ecclesiastical criterion of orthodoxy.

The Christian

communities that stood in succession with the apostles were regarded
as the recipients of the "precious deposit"^ of the uniform teaching
of the church, which it preserved essentially intact . 4

^We must add this criterion of orthodoxy to the first one
identified earlier, namely, the revelational criterion.
^"Where the Church is, there is the Spirit of God; and where
the Spirit ct God is, tnere is the Church, . . . but the Spirit is
truth," remarks Irenaeus (Adversus haereses 3.24.1 [ANF 1:458]). He
then strongly asserts that those who do not partake of the church
"are neither nourished into life from the mother's breasts, nor do
they enjoy that most limpid fountain which issues from the body of
Christ; but they dig for themselves broken cisterns out of earthly
trenches, and drink putrid water out of the mire, fleeing from the
faith of the Church lest they be convicted" (ibid.).
■^The doctrine of the deoositum fidel which was elaborated by
the Roman Catholic Church in the Middle Ages may be considered as a
later development of this view held by Irenaeus.
Its basic
assumption is that in the apostolic age the church was entrusted
with a certain treasure of revealed truths, none of which was to be
lost, and to which no new revelation was to be added. As defined by
the Second Vatican Council, the deposit of faith consists of the
canonical Scriptures and sacred tradition (see Constitution on
Divine Revelation, art. 10).

church's

4See Irenaeus Adversus haereses 3.24.1
conviction
that
it preserved the

(ANF, 1:458).
The
deposit of faith
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No developmental theory was consciously proposed in general
by

the ante-Nicene

innovation
truth,

as

i.e.,

fathers.

basically
"heresy."

a

On

the contrary,

perversion

of

the

they regarded any
original

Christian

So Tertullian maintained that the Catholic

church had received its teaching as well as its canonical Scriptures
directly from the apostles at a time when all heresies had not yet
arisen,

and that it had preserved the original truth faithfully.^-

By

same

the

Eusebius

of

token

and

Caesarea

about

one

contended

century

that

later

primitive

(c.

325

A.D.),

Christianity

was

uncontaminated by error and that heresy arose in the church as an
innovation after the death of the apostles.^

Oral tradition as norm of orthodoxy
We

should

not

lose

sight

of

the

fact

that

in the

first

century there seems to have been no clear distinction between the
oral and the written forms of the apostolic tradition.
second half of the second century, however,

Toward the

the distinction between

essentially intact found classical expression in the dictum of
Vincent of Ldrins (d. after 434) who asserted in his controversy
against Augustinian prcdestinarianism that the true Christian
doctrine is that which has been believed "ubiaue. semper, ab
omnibus." everywhere, always, by all (Vincent of Larins Commonitorium prlmuro 2 [£L, 50:640]).
^■Hans von Campenhausen stresses the importance that this
argument of Tertullian's Praescriptione haereticonim has had for the
later development of Roman Catholicism in his The Fathers of the
Latin Church, trans. Manfred Hoffmann (London: Adam & Charles Black,
1964), p. 24.
^Eusebius Ecclesiasticae historiae 3.32.7-8.
30, n. 2.

See above, p.
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the Scriptures and the oral tradition-1- of the church as coordinate
means of transmitting the apostolic message came to be more clearlyappreciated. ^
been

no

Still, at that point of time,

controversy

as

to

the

supremacy

there appear to have

of one

There was rather an interplay between them.^

Scriptures

and

the

rule

of

faith

the

other.

The oral tradition,

which was condensed in the "rule of f a i t h , w a s
because it was contained in Scripture.

over

regarded as true

Besides, both the canonical

were

true

because

they

were

considered as conveying the teaching of the apostles.
Thus, next to the NT Canon, Christians like Irenaeus (c.135c.202 A.D.)
tance

and Tertullian

of an additional

(c .150-c .230 A.D.)

norm of

orthodoxy.

called the oral "canon of truth"^ or,

stressed the impor
It was what

Irenaeus

in the words of Tertullian,

^For the different nuances of the term tradition, see below,
p. 59, n. 1.
^For a relevant discussion of this issue, see Kelly,
Christian■Doctrines, pp. 31-41.

Early

^Regarding the emergence of the notion of tradition in
contradistinction from the Scriptures, Cardinal Ratzinger affirms,
from a Roman Catholic perspective, that the church did not intend to
canonize an oral tradition of doctrine as something parallel to the
Scriptures.
In fact, notes he, "Christians had already formulated
the principle of successio-traditio before they yet understood the
New Testament as 'Scripture'" (Ratzinger, "Primacy, Episcopate, and
Apostolic Succession," p. 49).
He further asserts that in this way
the Canon of the NT, i.e., the collection of writings which
concerned the New Covenant and were acknowledged as apostolic
already before being officially fixed in a closed corpus, must be
understood as a materialization of that tradition (ibid.).
^For further reference to the meaning of the "rule of faith"
or the "canon of truth," see the discussion below, pp. 56-59.
5gy "the canon of truth" Irenaeus meant a condensed summary
of Christian fundamental beliefs--fixed in its content, not in its
wording--in
which
the
church's
oral
teaching,
in principle
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the

"rule

of

faith.Being

the

ecclesiastical criterion of orthodoxy,

concrete

expression

of

the

this oral norm was regarded

as preserving the apostolic testimony in its original shape,

thus

serving as the indispensable key to interpret the Scriptures.
In arguing with heretics, such a norm was
wrote Tertullian.
since

the

heretics

indispensable,

No appeal could be made to the NT Canon alone, ^
either

mutilated

the

text

or

perverted

the

independent of written documents, found expression (see Kelly, pp.
35-39).
Although the church is dispersed all over the world it is
one church, which has received "the faith" from the apostles and
their disciples, held Irenaeus. Quoting from the canon of truth, he
affirmed that the content of the tradition of the church is one and
the same in every language and nation (Adversus haereses 1.10.1-2
and 1.22.1 [ANF, 1:330-31, 347]).
In Demonstratio anostolicae
praedicationis 3, Irenaeus elaborates on the Christian's duty of
keeping "strictly, without deviation, the rule of faith." In Demon
stratio 6 , he refers to "the order of the canon of our faith, the
foundation of the building, and the consolidation of a way of life"
(see English translation of Demonstratio [or Epideixls1t in Joseph
P. Smith, ed.,
Irenaeus:__"Proof of the Apostolic Teaching".
Ancient Christian Writers, The Works of the Fathers in Translation,
no. 16 [New York: Newman Press, 1952]).
^The "rule of faith" (regula fidei or reeula veritatisf was
for Tertullian what the "canon of truth" was for Irenaeus.
He did
not mean that the "rule" was a formal creed but rather a piece of
unwritten tradition which made explicit the cardinal truths about
the Father, Christ, and the Holy Spirit.
It had been handed down by
Christ himself through the apostles and pointed the way to the
correct interpretation of Holy Scripture (see Kelly, Early Christian
Doctrines. pp. 39-41). Tertullian quotes from the "rule" or alludes
to it in Praescriptione haereticorum 13.37 (ANF, 3:249); also in De
vireinibus velandis 1; Adversus Praxeam 2; and Aoologeticus adversus
gentes 47 (ANF, 4:27; 3:598, 3:51-52).
For further comment on
Tertullian's rule, see Anne Fremantle, ed. , A Treasury of Early
Christianity (New York: Viking Press, 1953), pp. 343-45.
^Tertullian Praescriptione haereticorum 19 (ANF, 3:251).
See also T. Herbert Bindley, ed. , Tertulliani. "Praescriptione
Haereticorum ad Martvras: Ad Scapulam" (Oxford: At the Clarendon
Press, 1893); and R. F. Refoule and P. De Labriolle, Tertullien:
"Traitd de la prescription contre les herdtiaues
(Paris:
Les
Editions du Cerf, 1957).
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meaning
truth,

of

the

Scriptures.

Therefore,

it was deemed necessary

in order

to get

exclusively

to

the

the

to have both the Canon (i.e. , the

true Scriptures) and the key for its right interpretation.
belonged

to

church,

which was

the

This key

only possible

place where the apostolic testimony was preserved.^
Some have deduced that both Irenaeus and Tertullian made the
unwritten

teaching

of

the

church,

as

expressed

in

the

"rule

of

faith," a norm more nearly ultimate than the canonical Scriptures.
The two fathers, however, do not seem to have wanted to do so.

For

them the function of both the NT Canon and the unwritten tradition
in the transmission of God's truth is comparable to that of one's
feet in one's activity of walking: neither is superior to the other.
They considered that both the oral teachings of the church and its
written

tradition

message

and

Gnostics
possess

were

witness

neither an

true

to
oral

because

Christ.

In

they
their

teaching alone

a secret apostolic

conveyed

the

struggle

(the Gnostics

apostolic

against

che

claimed to

tradition which was more complete

and

accurate) nor the NT Canon alone (the Gnostics simply interpreted it
differently) seemed to them to be an effective court of appeal.
The fact remains, however,

that in the long run the written

fixity of the Scriptures came to constitute a more dependable means
of preserving the apostolic message than the shifting nature of oral

^•Tertullian Praescriptione haereticorum 17 (ANF, 3:251).
^Tertullian claimed that both the authentic Scriptures and
the true unwritten tradition "will be found where the true Faith is"
(Praescriptione haereticorum 19 [ANF, 3:251-52]), namely, in the
"apostolic- churches (ibid. 20 [ANF, 3:252]).
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tradition.

It is precisely at this point that the latent tension

mentioned earlier between the Scriptures and the living tradition as
norms

of

orthodoxy

may

be

seen

in

all

its

significance.

This

tension would prove to be most acute whenever a clear incompatibil
ity appeared between the positions of the living teaching authority
of the church and the fixed scrip'ural norm.
of

this

nature,

Christians.
either

the

three

main

possibilities

To solve difficulties
seemed

to

be

open

for

They could opt for attributing normative preeminence to
NT

Canon

or

the

living

tradition.

A

third possible

attitude was to attempt to harmonize both norms of Christian truth
by means of a specific hermeneutical principle.
The
dimension.
add now
bring

principle
To

of

succession-tradition

a

two-fold

the above-discussed concept of tradition^- one must

the notion of succession,

into

has

focus

the

and for this matter we should

question of the church's

teaching authority

mentioned earlier without explicit definition.

The pronouncements of the Magisterium
as a norm of orthodoxy
In addition to the notion of a publicly preserved apostolic
tradition,

the

doctrine

of

the

apostolic

succession^

was

also

^For the sake of clarity, it may be convenient to repeat
here that the term tradition conveys different meanings (cf. above,
p. 38, n. 1; and p. 51, n. 1).
Itrefers basically to the
transmission of the Christian message.
It may also designate,
specifically, the unwritten doctrine of the church (oral tradition)
in contradistinction from
the Bible.
Some use the expression
"living tradition" to designate the permanent teaching activity of
the church.
As it may be noticed, in none of these cases "tradi
tion" has the common sense of "custom."
^The doctrine of the apostolic succession of the episcopacy
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formulated by

Che

mainstream

church

as

pare

of its

Gnostics in the polemics of the second century.^

response to

In this context,

it seemed expedient to restrict the living teaching authority of the
church,

once

bishops.
about

shared by

all

its members,

to

The authoritative status reached by

the

churches.^

acceptance

of

the

authority

of

the teaching of

the

the apostles brought
Che bishops by

the

The bishops were increasingly viewed as the successors

of the apostles, thus becoming the living witnesses and guardians of
the faith.^

They exercised the magisterium^ or teaching authority

is of the essence of the Roman Catholic Church.
At the end of
article 2 0 , after considering the nature of the apostles' ministry,
the Second Vatican Council's Dogmatic Constitution on the Church
reads: "This sacred Synod teaches that by divine institution bishops
have succeeded to the place of the apostles as shepherds of the
Church, and that he who hears them, hears Christ, while he who
rejects them, rejects Christ and him who sent Christ" (see The Docu
ment? of Vatican II: In a New and Definitive Translation with
Cvmmqntairieg and
Notes by
Catholic.
Protestant
and Orthodox
Authorities. ed. Walter M. Abbott, trans. Joseph Gallagher, with an
Introduction by Lawrence Cardinal Shehan [New York: Herder and
Herder, and Association Press, 1966], p. 40. Quoted henceforward as
Docs, of Vatican II) .
1-See Von Campenhausen, Kirchliches Amt. pp. 163-94.
In his
concern to neutralize the heretical movements that were leading the
church to schism, Ignatius writes: "Do nothing apart from the
bishop; . . . value unity; flee schism; imitate Jesus Christ as he
imitated his Father" (Ign. Phil 7:2 [Richardson, Early Christian
Fathers. pp. 77, 110]).
^The NT testifies to the appointment of bishops or elders by
the apostles to be pastors and overseers of the local congregations
(e.g.. Acts 14:23; 20:28; Phil 1:1; 2:25; Col 4:11).
Patristic
literature witnesses to the increasing emphasis on the apostolic
authority of the bishops toward the end of the first century. Thus,
1 Clem 42:4, for instance, affirms that the apostles "preached in
country and city, and appointed their first converts, after testing
them by the Spirit, to be the bishops and deacons of future
believers."
^See Ratzinger, "Primacy, Episcopate, and Apostolic Succes
sion," pp. 46-47. See also Pelikan, Catholic Tradition, pp. 118-19;
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whenever

the

normative

Scriptures

needed

interpretation

in

addressing particular aspects of a particular historical situation.
In this way,

it became

authority

the

of

increasingly common that by

church"

what

was

referred

to

"the

was

teaching

indeed

"the

belief

and

teaching authority of the bishops."
Disputes
teaching--the
Trinity--began

attempting

first
to be

to

determine

correct

important ones concerning Christology and the
discussed

bishops gathered together.

in councils

where,

primarily,

the

The results crystalized in creeds, and

the defeated party was considered "heretic"

in the technical sense

of holding false teaching or error.

and von Campenhausen, Kirchliches Amt. pp. 163-194.
That the
bishops succeeded the apostles and were endowed by the Spirit with a
special charism was dogmatically taught by the First Vatican Council
(see Denz. 960) and confirmed by Vatican II (see Lumen gentium,
arts. 18-20).
uThe Latin term magisterium refers basically to the teaching
role and authority of a person, a group of persons, or an institu
tion
(cf. Francis A. Sullivan, Magisterium: Teaching Authority in
the Catholic Church (New York: Paulist Press, 1983], p. 24).
For
the history of the term, see Yves Congar, "A Semantic History of the
Term Magisterium." in Charles E. Curran and Richard A. McCormick,
eds., Readings in Moral Theology No. 3: The Magisterium and Morality
(New York: Paulist Press, 1982), pp. 297-313.
Its theological
significance (i.e., the magisterium of the church) is discussed
later in this chapter.
At this juncture, however, we may note that
the term is generally used in two different ways.
Hence I write in
this dissertation of the magisterium as the teaching activity of the
church, and of the Magisterium as the ecclesiastical college of
Roman Catholic bishops in communion with the Pope.
Due to its
frequent use in this dissertation and for reasons of convenience the
term will be no longer underlined.
^Though at times the orthodoxy of one council became heresy
for a later one, and vice-versa.
For instance, the Council of
Ephesus (431) condemned Nestorius’ sharp distinction between two
natures in Christ.
Another council in Ephesus (449) vindicated
Eutyches' monophysitism and condemned any reference to two natures
after Christ's birth.
The Council of Chalcedon (451) rejected
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the ecclesiastical magisterium^- scon came to be regarded as
a fundamental element in the understanding of orthodoxy.

This means

that the ecclesiastical criterion of Christian truth found further
expression

in

orthodoxy.

the

pronouncements

Accordingly,

ecclesiastical

the

of

the

Magisterium

pneumatic-charismatic

authority would begin

sacramental leadership of office.^

to

give way

as

norm

of

pattern

gradually

of

to

a

As a result the leaders of the

church no longer based their legitimacy exclusively on the content
of the message they proclaimed, but on the claim of having received
a mandate from Jesus through apostolic succession.

In other words,

the norm for doctrinal correctness (orthodoxy) was shifting from Che
revealed

content

apostles

as

teacher's

of

the

recorded

office,

in

even

doctrines
the

NT

though

(i.e.,

Canon)
this

to

shift

the

teaching

of

the

the

validity

of

the

may

not

have

been

perceived by all at the time.
This change of emphasis consisted indeed in the historical
shift from a revelational concept of authority4 to an ecclesiastical

monophysitism and defined as orthodox the position which teaches two
natures coexisting in one person.
^■Understood as the teaching authority of those bishops who
could prove to stand in succession with the apostles.
^By
the
time
of
the
Montanist movement,
"legitimate
ordination had become more important than Spirit-filled ecstasy,”
notes Kraft ("The Development," p. 55).
•Hfilken underlines that instead of asking, "What is the
truth?" Christians began to ask, "Who preserved intact the apostolic
tradition?" (Wilken, The Mvth. p. 42; cf. August Bernhard Hasler,
How the Pope Became Infallible: Pius IX and the Politics of Persua
sion [Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 1981], p. 34).
4The "revelational" concept of authority points to the fact
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one,^- a change which was of major importance for the development of
the concept of orthodoxy.

It would also prove to be decisive for

the character and self-understanding of the church, especially when
Christianity became the official religion of the Roman empire.

This

shift in the criteria of orthodoxy meant that the latter had begun
to be understood more and more in terms of the officially approved
variety of belief.*
From what we have seen thus far it appears that already by
the mid-third century, mainstream Christianity had three basic norms
of

orthodoxy:

(1)

A

rather well-defined Canon of

Scriptures,

which the norm of the apostolic teaching was crystalized;
of post-apostolic or extra-biblical tradition,

in

(2 ) a body

first represented by

the oral rezula fldei. the creeds, and then by the written conciliar
statements

of belief;

Magisterium.^

and (3) the pronouncements of the episcopal

These norms were the concrete expression of the two

leading criteria of orthodoxy held by Christians at that time:

the

that divine revelation--which is the origin of theological knowl
edge- -was recognized in the early church as having intrinsic weight
for prescribing faith and morals.
For the orthodoxy of Christian
doctrine this means that the emphasis was put on the content of the
church's message.
^■The "ecclesiastical" concept of
authority assumes that
theological knowledge has an ecclesial dimension;
the fact is
stressed that the recipient and mediator of revelation is the
church. For the orthodoxy of Christian doctrine this means that the
emphasis was being put on the church (specifically, upon the
episcopacy) as the agent transmitting the Christian message.
^On the meanings
"Introduction," pp. 5-8.

of

the

term

orthodoxy,

see

above,

■^In Hamack's words, the apostolic "rule of faith," the
Canon of Scripture, and the apostolic office of bishops "form a
strict unity” (Hamack, Origin of the N T . p. 105).
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revelational

and

the

ecclesiastical.

These

criteria

consist,

respectively, in the notions that legitimate Christian doctrines had
been delivered by divine revelation and that they were preserved in
the church.

In other words,

Christian orthodoxy has

a revealed

origin and an ecclesiastical continuity.

Orthodoxy and Heresy in the Post-Nicene
and Medieval Church
The

emphasis

increasingly

put

over

the

ecclesiastical

criterion of orthodoxy in the ante-Nicene church would have specific
theological

interpretations

time of Constantine
ecclesiastical

to

during the long period comprising the

the

15th

consolidation.

century.

The

support

This

was

a period

of

that

the Roman empire

gave to Christianity after the conversion of Constantine (312 A.D.)
was

the

cause

official

not

religion

only
of

that

the

this

koman

religion eventually became
empire,

but

also

that

it

the
made

mainstream Christianity the only legitimate form of Christianity in
existence in the Roman world.

As a result, dissenters^- began to be

disfellowshipped and persecuted as
state.

Under

such

conditions,

enemies of
the

the church and the

ecclesiastical

criterion

expressed in the increasingly accepted normativity of the pronounce
ments of the Magisterium brought forth two theological issues which
bear upon
"unity"

the development of classical

and

the

"infallibility"

of

the

orthodoxy.
dogmatic

They

are

the

teaching of

the

church.

^-As noted before (see above, "Introduction," pp.
term "dissenters" designates those who think differently.

1-2)
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the Issue of the Unity of the Church
and Its Doctrine
With the establishment of Christianity as

the religion of

the state,

things changed in the church,

orthodoxy.

To begin with, ths offices of the church were altered in

their nature,
the

and "a church hierarchy grew up that corresponded to

state's.Following

Christians

including the concept of

came

to

accept

the

imperial

model

the

idea

having

of

of

government,

a

centralized

government which could secure the unity of the universal church.

In

the West the hegemony of the bishop of Rome began to emerge giving
birth to the papal system of the Roman Catholic Church.
Various factors explain the emphasis put on the unity of the
church at that time.

In the first place, there was the idea chat

salvation could be found only where the true Christian tradition was
preserved,

i.e.,

apostles.

To Cyprian bishop of Carthage (248-258 A.D.) already,

was evident
saved . 2

in the churches that stood in succession with the

that only

it

those within the universal church could be

If the church was such an instrument of salvation, it was

imperative that its unity be preserved."*

Church unity, he argued,

was to be found in one's unity with the bishops and in the unity of
the

bishops

with

one

another.^

This

way

of

reasoning

gained

momentum from the fourth century on.

*-See Hasler, How the Pooe. p. 35.
2See Cvnrian Epistles 73.6; 75.2 (ANF, 5:388, 398).
■*See, for instance, Cyprian Epistles 75.1,4,5,8.
^See Cyprian De unltate ecclesiae (ANF, 5:421-29).
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Apart from the purely religious or ecclesiastical concerns,
religious

unity

was

considered

by

Christian

emperors

to

indispensable element of political and social stability.^times
the

zealous persecution of dissenters was

bishops,-

who

saw

in

the

imposition

be

an

Their at

generally approved by
of

doctrinal

unity

a

convenient means of overcoming in their struggle against those whom
they regarded as schismatics and spreaders of false doctrine.
In this way,
the

ecclesiastical

religious and political
criterion

of

orthodoxy

medieval form of the institutional church.
concern

for

Christian

Magisterium as

unity,

the agent

added

to

interests merged and
began

to

produce

the

Religious and political

the growing

power

of the

transmitting the apostolic teachings and

interpreting the content of the Canon,

fostered the emergence of a

rigidly unified dogmatic system.
The

increasing

importance

placed

upon

the

ecclesiastical

criterion of orthodoxy described above^ could not leave the content
of the Christian proclamation and teaching unaffected.
the understanding of orthodoxy took

place.

centuries of Christian history,

leading concern

the

During

A shift in

the

first two

regarding the

antithesis of orthodoxy-heresy had been in regard to the definition
and preservation of correct belief and teaching.

The concept

of

^Joseph Lecler and Marius-Francois Valkhoff, Les premiers
defenseurs de la liberty relieieuse. 2 vols. (Paris: Les Editions du
Cerf, 1969), 1:15.
2

Ibid., p. 17.

■^Namely,
that
Christian
"apostolic" churches alone.

truth

was

preserved

in
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orthodoxy,

though the term was not widespread in those days,

essentially agreement with

truth.1

Affected by

the

was

institution

alization of the church delineated above, and by the emphasis on the
ecclesiastical crieterion and norms of Christian truth, this concept
gradually acquired a different meaning from the third century,
of agreement with the teachings of the established church.
a

significant

interest,

as

departure

from

its

earlier

sense.

chat

This was

The

leading

far as the orthodoxy-heresy issue was concerned,

had

increasingly become

the

tional church.

To

achieve

indispensable.

Since orthodoxy was now regarded as agreement with

the

approved

officially

preservation of the unity of the institu
this objective,

teachings,

any

unity of doctrine was

attempt

at diversity

or

pluralism in doctrinal understanding was labeled heresy.
This

should not be

understood to mean that

there was

no

concern for unity in the early years of church history, nor that the
revelational criterion of orthodoxy and its related norms--i.e., the
apostolic

teachings and the Canon--were

Nicene period.

However,

disregarded

in the

post-

a shift of emphasis had occurred both in

the meaning of orthodoxy-and-heresy and in the criteria and norms of
doctrinal
orthodoxy

correctness.
were

absorbed

The
by

and

original

criterion

interpreted

and

norms

in submission

to

of
the

^In harmony with the theory of truth prevalent in those
days, Christian truth was understood in the post-apostolic church as
the
correspondence between the concepts
in the
mind of the
cognoscent subject
and a transcendent, unchanging, and absolute
reality which had been made known through divine revelation.
VJe
shall see later (see below, pp. 96-98) that this view of the early
fathers is currently regarded as the result of their philosophical
presupposition concerning the structure of reality.
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ecclesiastical

criterion and

norms.

Though

the church had

long

recognized the normativity of the NT Canon, the degree of diversity
and the Christian liberty reflected in the New Testament tended both
to disappear from its life.
A logical consequence of this institutional and theological
development

toward unification and in detriment of diversity soon

appeared in the life of the Christian community.

After the Council

of Nicaea (325 A.D.) and in its alliance with the state, the church
was

led

to

treat

the

views

which

differed

from

its

official

doctrines as the concern not only of theology but also of civil law.
Heretics became the object of legal penalties.
Since it meant falling away from the unity of the faith of
the church,

heresy was

regarded as

church. ^

Any

internal attemptat

treated as

an infectivumvitium which,

a grave crime

dividing

in the ancient

Christian

unity

was

for the sake of the superior

interests of Christianity and the state,

had to be stopped at any

price, even if at times it meant the death of the heretic.-*
During the Middle Ages, therefore, orthodoxy^ and religious
liberty became
unity

was

to

incompatible.
be

preserved

In that period of history,
not

only

through an

*-See Pelikan, Catholic Tradition, p.
Valkhoff, Les premiers defenseurs. 1:14-19.

71.

Christian

emphasis

Cf.

on

the

Lecler and

^Heribert Heinemann, "Heresy: Concept," SM (1569), 3:16.
^Lecler and Valkhoff, Les premiers defenseurs. 1:23-24.
^Meaning the "officially approved system" of belief.
For
the different meanings of the term orthodoxy, see above, "Introduc
tion," pp. 5-8.
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institutional unity of the church--with,

at its center,

the Roman

Pontiff--but also through a virtual hunt of heretics.
In this analysis of the composition of the orthodoxy-heresy
structure, a new theological issue has come into focus, namely,
particular
which

interpretation

ran parallel

institutional

to

life.

of

the

This

the

unity

of

the

the

church’s doctrine

unification and centralization of
involves a shift of emphasis

from

its
the

revelational criterion of Christian truth as expressed mainly in the
apostolical and canonical norms

to the ecclesiastical criterion as

expressed in the traditionalistic and magisterial norms.
means,

consequently,

It also

that the ecclesiastical criterion of correct

belief and teaching became strongly predominant over the canonical
norm of orthodoxy.

To be true, Christian truth was still considered

to be founded on the Scriptures.
the

Catholic

Church's

However, it was stressed that only

Magisterium

could

authoritatively

and

authentically interpret the Canon for the believers.

The Emergence of the Issue of Infallibility
In addition to the emphasis on the unity of the church's
doctrine, another development took place in the Middle Ages --accord
ing to recent research, toward the 12th or 13th century^---which was
aimed at securing with absolute certitude the normative character of
Roman Catholic magisterial pronouncements.

It was the emergence of

the notion of the infallibility of the Magisterium.

^-Brian Tierney, Origins of Papal Infallibility. 1150-1350: A
Study on the Concepts of Infallibility. Sovereignty and Tradition in
the Middle Ages (Leiden: Brill, 1972).
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As for the issue of papal infallibility,

it was raised in

the controversy over poverty (1279) between the Franciscans and the
enemies of

their order.^

On that specific occasion,

the idea of

^•Brian Tierney
advances
the
thesis
that
it was
the
Franciscan controversy over poverty which occasioned the usage of
the word "infallibility" in connection with the papal magisterium
(Tierney, Origins of Papal Infallibility, pp. 93-130). There are at
least two candidates for being first in proposing the idea of an
infallible Pope.
Tierney believes that the Franciscan priest Peter
Olivi
(Pierre Olieu,
1248-1298)
was
the first
to attribute
infallibility to papal pronouncements in 1280 (or by 1283, according
to others) in his attempt to render irreversible Pope Nicholas Ill’s
approval of the Franciscan thesis that a stricter observance of
poverty was a possible way to salvation.
Nicholas Ill’s approval
was issued in the Constitution "Exiit qui seminat," on August 14,
1279.
Olivi expounded his view on papal inerrancy in his Quaes519119? S H U
perfectione evangel ica (see Q. 14: "Quaes tio an
romano pontifici in fide et moribus sit ab omnibus catholicis
tamquam regulae inerrabili obediendum?" published by M. Maccarone in
RivStoChlt 3 [i949] :309-343) . On the life and work of Olivi, see
Pierre Pdano, "Olieu [Olivi, Pierre Jean]," DSfi (1982), 11:751-62.
For further information on Pope Nicholas III and his intervention in
the Franciscan controversy, see N. A. Weber, "Nicholas III," CathEnc
(1911), 11:56-57; and C. J. Lynch, "Franciscans," NCathEnc (1967),
6:41.
Other authors who likewise credit Olivi with being the first
are Sullivan (Magisterium. p. 91); Hasler (How the Pope. p. 36);
Anton Houtepen ("A Hundred Years after Vatican I: Some Light on the
Concept of Infallibility," in Edward Schillebeeckx and Bas van
Iersel, eds., Truth and Certainty. Concilium [New York: Herder and
Herder, 1973], p. 119); Hebblethwaite (New Inquisition?, p. 84); and
Hans R&ng ("A Short Balance-Sheet of the Debate on Infallibility,"
in E Schillebeeckx and B. van Iersel, eds., Truth and Certainty, p.
133).
Others hold that it was Guido Terreni, a theologian of the
14th century, who first spoke expressly of the "infallible" truth of
the teaching of the Roman Pontiff in matters of faith
(see the
Lutheran-Catholic
"Common Statement on Teaching Authority and
Infallibility in the Church," art. 21, in Paul C. Empie, T. A.
Murphy, and J. A. 3urgess, eds. Teaching Authority & Infallibility
in the Church: Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VI [Minneapolis:
Augsburg Publishing House, 1980], p. 23).
Terreni's statement was
published by Bartholomaeus M. Xiberta, under the title Guidonis
Terrqni Quaestio
de magisterlo
infalllbili Romani pontificis.
Qpuscula et textus. Series scholastica et mystica, fasc. 2 (Munster:
Aschendorff,
1926).
Houtepen explains that Olivi's was an a
posteriori qualification of a papal statement which had been
accepted previously, whereas Terreni seems to have been the first
who "gave it an a priori qualification" (Houtepen, "A Hundred Years
after Vatican I," p. 119; cf. Sullivan, Magisterium. pp. 91-93).
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Infallibility was aimed both at marking off true doctrine from false
with absolute certainty and, especially, at securing the "irreformability" of a pronouncement of Pope Nicholas III which had favored
the position of the Franciscans.

Interestingly enough.

XXII

of papal

condemned

later the doctrine

Pope John

Infallibility as

"the

work of the devil."
It

was,

crystalized
though

the

the

councils

however,
idea

of

latter was

of

the
an

Western

infallible

Schism

(1378-1417)

ecclesiastical

authority,^

identified not with the pope but with

the church.

One

of

the most serious

that

crises

in

the
the

history of the Western church, the schism was a period during which
the Roman

counted three simultaneous popes.^

It

formally ended when the

Council of Constance (1414-1418) deposed

all

three and elected a new

one.

began

to

Catholic

pursue

Church

the

As a result, the Roman Catholic Church

establishment

of

the

idea

of

an

infallible

authority which could give some sense of security to its membership.
To no one's surprise, many Christians at that time saw the council

^■Pope John XXII (1316-34) rot only suppressed, in 1322, the
most important points of Nicholas Ill's Constitution "Exiit qui
seminat," but also condemned the Franciscan doctrine of papal
infallibility as the work of the devil in the bull "Quia quorumdam"
(Nov. 10. 1324).
^In
the Conciliarist
controversy
that
took place
in
connection with the Western Schism and the Councils of Constance and
of Basle, the word infallibility--rarely used in the patristic age
and in the medieval theology--began to be used in "approximately the
m o d e m sense," observe Heinrich Fries and Johann Finsterhdlzl
("Infallibility," S& [1969], 3:133).
■^See Johann Baptist Villiger,
(1970) 6:16-19.

"Schism: Western Schism," SM
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as Che supreme ecclesiascical authority^- and Che courc of appeal for
seeding
sense

of

religious

concroversies.

uncerCainCy

ChaC

Che

In

crisis

cheir accempc
had

caused,

Co heal

men

like

che
Jean

Gerson (1363-1429), Che Cheologian of Che Council of Constance,^ and
Nicholas Cardinal of Cusa (1401-64) began Co speak of che conciliar
decisions as incapable of error.^

^■The opinion ChaC a general council, CogeCher wich Che Pope,
is above Che individual auchoricy of Che Pope is called "conciliarism" or Che "conciliar cheory."
Tc was developed in Che 14ch
century, noces HuberC Jedin, buC had tcs roocs in Che discussions on
Che church by canonises of Che 12ch and 13eh cencuries, resulcing
from ef fores Co sec "juridical limiCaCions Co Che power of che
papacy" (Hubert Jedin, "Conciliarism," £11 [1968] 1:401-402).
See
also idem. Ecumenical Councils of Che CaCholic Church: An Historical
Outline. trans. Ernest Graf,
(Freiburg: Herder; Edinburgh and
London: Nelson, 1959, 1960), pp. 105-141; Brian Tierney, Foundations
of the Conciliar Theory: The Contribution of the Medieval Canonists
from Gratian Co the Great Schism (Cambridge: At The University
Press, 1955); Victor Martin, "Comment s'est formee la doctrine de la
supdrioritd du concile sur le pape," RevScRel 17 (1937) ):212-43,
261-89,
404-27;
Paul De Vooght,
Les oouvoirs du concile et
1'autorite du pane au Concile de Constance: Le decret Haec Sancta
Svnodus du 6 avril 1415. Unam Sanctam 56 (Paris: Les Editions du
Cerf, 1965); Hans Schneider, Per Konziliarismus als Problem der
Neueren Katholischen Theoloeie: Die Geschichte der Auslegung der
Konstanzer Pekrete von Febronius bis zur Geeenwart. Arbeiten zur
Kirchengeschichce 47 (Berlin and New York: Walter De Gruyter, 1976);
August Franzen, "Das Konstanzer Konzil: Probleme, Aufgaben und Stand
der Konzilsforschung," in Das Konstanzer Konzil. ed. Retigius BAumer
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1977), pp. 165-207;
Hans KOng, Structures of the Church, trans. Salvator Attanasio (New
York: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1964), pp. 268-319.
^Remigius BAumer, "Die Erforschung des Konstanzer Konzils,"
in Das Konstanzer Konzil. ed. R. BAumer, pp. 7-8.
For basic
information on the life and work of "Jean Charlier, dit Gerson du
non de son village natal," see Paldmon Glorieux, "Gerson (Jean),"
DSo (1965), 6:314-331.
■^Nicholas of Cusa thought chat the general council has "more
authority and less fallibility than the Fope-’ (quoted in De Vooght,
Les pouvoirs du concile. p. 166, n. 13).
Hasler affirms chat
Nicholas of Cusa described the council as infallible (Hasler, How
the Pooe. p. 37).
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Toward Che end of che Middle Ages che pronouncemenCs of che
Magiscerium, eicher conciliar or papal, had clearly become Che Roman
Cacholic principal norm of orthodoxy.

MonoliChic uniCy around chis

norm was scressed,

and infallibilicy began Co be accribuced Co ic.

To

doccrine of

be

crue,

che

che magiscerial

elaboraCed in more decail afcer Che Reformacion
increasingly

imporcanc

orchodoxy scarcing
Middle

Ages,

role

in

Che

Roman

ic

was in

pare

and would play

Cacholic

from Che 19ch cenCury onward.

however,

infallibilicy

che

concepc

AC che end of
special

charism

was
an
of
che
of

infallibilicy which Che Magiscerium was believed Co possess la order
Co mainCain Che church in Che Cruch, and, as a consequence of Chis,
che

face

approved,
dissenc

ChaC
by

Co

orchodoxy

Che
be

church's

regarded as

was

equaCed

Ceaching
a fall

wich

che

auchoricy,
from che

dogmaeic
which

ChrisCian

syscem

caused

any

cruch and,

cherefore, as synonymous wich Che sin of heresy.
Ic should noe escape our accencion chat che positive content
of the term infallibility is simply "truth" or "truthfulness.
other

words,

it

is

assumed

Chat

if

the

church

teaching authority for its knowledge of truth,
be infallible.
infallibility

For Chis reason,
should

include

at

has

a

In

reliable

that authority must

a thorough study of Che issue of
lease

some

consideracion

of

the

notion of truth.

^Cf. H. Fries and J. cinsterhdlzl, "Infallibility," p. 132.
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Orthodoxy and Heresy at the Time of the
Protestant Reformation and After
The relation between orthodoxy and heresy which existed at
the

end

of

the

Middle

Ages

was

vigorously

contested

from

beginning of the 16th century by the Protestant Reformation.

the

Though

it can be rightly argued that the principal issue of the Reformation
was

the

doctrine

justification,

of

redemption-- in

particular

the

sinner's

at the bottom of the controversy was the fundamental

question of the nature of religious authority.^

For the first time

in the history of Christian thought, the authority of the Scriptures
was extolled as preeminent over and against

the authority of the

living tradition of the church,^ thus shifting the emphasis from the
ecclesiastical into the revelational criterion of orthodoxy.
In conformity with

the analysis

presented earlier in this

chapter, one can speak of a confrontation between the authority of
the revealed norms of Christian doctrine and the authority of the
ecclesiastical
authority of

continuity
the Canon

of

Christian

(which contains

doctrine.

The

doctrinal

the obtect of theological

knowledge) was confronted with the teaching authority of the church
(which is the agent transmitting and interpreting that knowledge).

1-It must be noticed that the first principle identified in
this research in relation with the definition of orthodoxy was
involved here, namely, the principle of authority.

^The confrontation may be regarded as one between theology
and the institutional church.
In our time the theologicalecclesiastical encounter tends to take the form of a tension between
theologians and administrators in the church as, for instance, in
the conflict between Hans Kdng and the Roman Curia.
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Clearly,

the

two

positions

corresponded

to

a

distinctly

different emphasis put by each camp on one of the two traditional
criteria of Christian truth.

Still, both Catholics and Protestants

remained convinced of the urgency of defending Christian truth from
the attacks of error.

Each simply saw the latter existing in the

opposite party.
As

a

result

of

this

Protestant Reformation,
simply

of

controversy,

it became

"orthodoxy."

One

from

the

time

increasingly difficult

must

Catholic and Protestant orthodoxies.

think

now

in

of

the

to speak

terms

of

Roman

Consequently, at that time the

term "heretic" acquired a relative value.

To Roman Catholics,

the

Reformers seemed to clearly fit the category of heretics since they
adopted views contrary to the Roman Catholic norm of truth,
the teachings of the ecclesiastical Magisterium.

i.e.,

To the Reformers,

on the contrary, these views could hardly be described as heretical
since

they

regarded

understood

as

the

perspective,

norm

those

original

threatened

by

of

had

primacy of Scripture.
the

them

truth,
fallen

be

in

accordance

the Bible.
from

the

with

From

truth

the

who

what

they

Protestant

rejected

the

The Reformers' concern centered more around

apostolic
the

to

truth,

policies

and

which

they

doctrines

of

perceived
the

Roman

as

being

Catholic

Church rather than around the unity of the visible church.
The stress which Protestants put upon the normativity of the
Canon involved the rising of two important theological issues.
In the

first place,

in affirming that the original

gospel

had been corrupted by the traditions of the post-apostolic church,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

76
Protestants

were

Roman Catholics

questioning
attributed

to

the

charismatic

infallibility

the Magisterium.

In

that

so doing

the

whole issue of doctrinal infallibility was indeed being raised.

To

question the charism of infallibility of the teaching authority of
the

church

entails

some

reflection

concerning

the

charism

of

infallibility of the apostles and their teaching.
The second issue is related to the tension between continu
ity and change
problem

here

in
is

the church's
how

to

theology.

harmonize

the

The basic
continuing,

theological
living,

and

shifting theological reflection^ of the community of believers^ with
the written,

fixed,

and historically determined

testimony of

the

Scriptures.
In

my

view

these

two

theological

issues

pertain

to

the

leading questions related to the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis which
came
own.

into the foreground from the
As shall be shown,

time of the Reformation to our

they are related to "modem" criteria and

norms of truth which came into focus in the mentioned period.
this

reason,

outline,

as

a necessary

step

in

this

For

historical-theological

our attention concentrates mainly upon the issues of "the

infallibility of Christian doctrine" and "continuity-and-change
Christian

theology,"

as

well

as

on

the

new

criteria

and

in

norms

related to them.

^■This reflection includes the beliefs as well as the
activities of worshipping, witnessing, proclamation and teaching.
^In this living experience
Magisterium--or any other teaching
churches--is involved.

of the faith
authority of

not
the

only the
Christian
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Infallibility and the Truth of the Christian
Doctrine
The concept of ecclesiastical infallibility which, as noted
above,
opposed

emerged
by

infallibility

within

the
in

Roman

Catholicism

Reformation.
addition

If

to God's,

in the

Protestants
it

was

13th century was
recognized

solely

that

any

of the

canonical Scriptures.
In the Protestant-Catholic controversy, the infallibility of
the Scriptures and that of the Magisterium were emphasized by each
party,

respectively,

their respective

in an

attempt

positions.^

to stress

The more

the truthfulness

Protestants

of

contested the

authority of the Roman Catholic Church and the Magisterium, the more
Catholics stressed it.
Catholic bishops

In their resistance to the reform movement,

invoked the doctrine of the infallibility of the

church which in earlier times had offered Catholics a guarantee of
doctrinal security.

Yet, it is only after the pronouncements of the

Council of Trent (1545-1563) that the doctrine of the infallibility

^-The Infallibility of the Scriptures is one of the basic
teachings in the confessions of the churches of the Reformation in
che 16th century. So, for instance, "The Formula of Concord," (A.D.
1576), article I (see Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, with
a History and Critical Notes. [New York: Harper & Brothers, 1877],
3:93-94); "The Belgic Confession," (A.D. 1561), article VII (see
ibid., 3:387-890); "The Second Helvetic Confession," (A.D. 1566),
chap. I (see ibid., 3:237-38); "The Westminster Confession of
Faith," (A.D. 1647), chap. I (see ibid., 3:600-606).
In the Roman
Catholic Church, the infallibility of the Scriptures was stressed
explicitly in 19th-century magisterial statements (Pope Leo XIII's
encyclical Providentissimus Deus. November 18, 1893; see Denz. 1951)
in the context of the struggle against Modernism, even though
explicit pronouncements regarding the more general concept of the
divine authorship of the Bible appeared already in the 15th century
(Council of Florence; see Denz. 706) as well as in the Council of
Trent (third session, 1546; see Denz. 783).
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of the church became most strongly and universally taught in Roman
Catholicism.
As for the infallible authority of the pope--his ex cathedra
decisions

being

irreformable

ex

sese

and

not

in

virtue

of

che

church's subsequent confirmation^---this doctrine remained an "open
question in some [Roman Catholic] q u a r t e r s t i l l

the 19th century.

It was erected during that century as a barrier against the dangers
of

secularization,

dogma

in

1870

at

rationalism,
the

and

Modernism^

and

First Vatican Council . 4

In

defined
its

as

a

struggles

against Modernism, the infallible Pope became as important for Roman
Catholic orthodoxy as the infallible Bible had been for Protestants
in their encounter with Roman Catholicism.^

The Catholic and the Protestant
positions contrasted
From

a

Protestant

perspective,

che

term

infallibility

itself, even though it "is not a biblicalone and does not play any
great part

in actual Reformation

theology,expresses

^•Denz. 1839.
Cf. Ratzinger,
Apostolic Succession," p. 39.

"Primacy,

the belief

Episcopate,

and

^H. Fries and J. Finsterhdlzl, "Infallibility," p. 133.
^On Modernism, see below, pp. 91-96; especially p. 91, n. 1.
4The infallibility of the pope is articulated in the First
Vatican Council's Constitution Pastor aetemus (Session IV, of July
18, 1870; see Denz. 1832-1840).
^"Inerrancy" is often
quality of the Scriptures.

the

term

used for

the

infallible

6William C. G. Proctor, "Infallibility," IJDT (1960), p. 284.
See also George A. Lindbeck, in G. Baum, G. Lindbeck, R. McBrien,
and H. J. McSorley, The Infallibility Debate, ed. John J. Kirvan
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chat

the church, according to Jesus’ promise,

will

remain

in

truth bythe assistance of the Holy Spirit until the end of

the
time

(Matt 28:19-20; John 14:16-17; 16:13; 2

John 1-2) and will finally

be victorious over evil (Matt 16:18).^-

Paul Althaus,

for instance,

holds that Jesus Christ's promise of the Spirit to the church means
that . . .
at no time will God let the church perish by itself, of its own
sins and weakness, on the contrary, somewhere in the church the
Spirit of God makes the truth and the life to break through anew
for the whole church, somewhere he raises upprophets and
reformers.
This is the evangelical notion of
the spiritual
guidance and the "infallibility" of the church.^
From
that

the Roman

the church is

Catholic

protected by

perspective,
the

power

"falling away from God's t r u t h . T h o u g h

infallibility means
of

God's

grace

from

this definition strikes

(New York: Paulist Press, 1971), pp. 107-152; George Salmon, The
Infallibility of the Church: Lectures Delivered in the Divinity
School of the University of Dublin (London: John Murray, 1914); B.
C. Butler, The Church and Infallibility (London and Sydney: Sheed
and Ward, 1969); Benjamin B. Warfield, The Inspiration and Authority
of the Bible, ed. Samuel G. Craig, introduction by Cornelius Van Til
(Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed Publ. Co., 1948).
^It must be noticed that so stated, this seems to be a
doctrine of the church's indefectibility rather than infallibility.
^Paul Althaus,
Die christliche Wahrheit:
Lehrbuch der
Doematik. 8 th ed. (GGtersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1969), p. 526, [my transla
tion] . See also Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of the Church.
Faith, and the Consummation. Dogmatics, vol. Ill, trans. David
Cairns and T. H. L. Parker (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962),
pp. 37-92; Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics. 2d. ed., ed. G. W. Bromiley
and T. F. Torrance (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975), vol. I, part 2,
pp. 6 8 8 ff.
^Karl Rahner and Herbert Vorgrimler, Dictionary of Theology.
2d. ed. , trans. Richard Strachan, David Smith, Robert Nowell, and
Sarah O'Brien Twohig (New York: Crossroad, 1981), p. 239.
See also
Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, art. 25, in Docs. of Vatican
II■ pp. 48-49; and Luigi Ciappi, "Magisterium of the Church and
Sacred Theology," trans. C. F. Lehner, in Vatican II: The Theolog-
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one as quite similar to the Protestant understanding, there remains
an important difference.

Roman Catholics see this infallibility as

belonging to the pronouncements of the ecclasiastical Magisterium.
Conversely, Protestant orthodoxy sees God's guarantee for the church
to remain in the truth only as long as it adheres to the teaching of
the Bible, the only infallible rule of faith and practice.
The

Roman

Catholic

doctrine

of

the

infallibility

of

the

church’s dogmas has the purpose of securing God's endorsement and,
in consequence, the status of truth to the continuous interpretation
and proclamation of the gospel by the church of all ages.

Since tne

Magisterium

error

is viewed as protected by God's

proclaiming binding
believers

are

dogmas,

"bound

to

Catholics dogmatically

fact,

opinions

arise

parties

to

be

the

in

the

from

historic
church,

right and

the

in

teach that all

shun any contrary doctrines , "

they must be considered "heretics . "
In

grace

2

otherwise

3

tendency has

been, when

to consider one of

the

other

tobe

(or

others)

differing
contending
wrong.

Believing that Jesus' promise of assisting the church to remain in
the truth must be fulfilled in that particular way, a difference has
been made between the church and the heretics.

To be true, this has

ical Dimension, ed. Anthony D. Lee, with introduction by Ferrer E.
Smith ([U.S.A.]: The Thomist Press, 1963), pp. 196-210.
^■See above, p. 77, n. 1.
2CCL 1983. can. 750.

Cf. ibid., can. 752, 753, 754.

3CCL 1983, can. 751.
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been

che

acciuude not merely of Roman Catholics.

The

Reformers

likewise made a difference between the true and the false church.^
As a result and especially during the

17th century, ^ in both the

Reformed and Lutheran denominations as well as in Roman Catholicism
there were no few examples of doctrinal Intolerance and exclusivism.

Infallible teaching and changes
in doctrine
The puzzling dilemma, however, appears when a view regarded
as heretical at one time is subsequently held as orthodox within the
same tradition.^

In the case of Roman Catholics, not surprisingly,

the dogmatic status of the infallibility which they attribute to the
church's Magisterium has at times created difficulties when changes
have been introduced in its teaching.^

In those cases, the solution

^See, for instance, Calvin's Institutes of the
Religion 4.1.1-2: 4.2.1-12 (LCC, 21:1011-14, 1041-1053).

Christian

2"In Continental Europe the seventeenth century was a period
of confessional orthodoxy.
Lutheranism, as well as the Reformed
tradition and the Roman Catholic Church, went through a process of
systematization and clarification of the doctrinal positions that
each of these bodies had taken during the previous century" (Justo
L. Gonzdlez, A History of Christian Thought. 3 vols. [Nashville and
New York: Abingdon Press, 1975], 3:226).
^Recall at this point the condemnation of the teaching of
papal infallibility as "the work of the devil" by Pope John XXII
(Bull "Quia quorum dam," November 10, 1324) and the posterior
definition of papal infallibility as dogma of the Catholic Church by
the First Vatican Council (Constitution Pastor a e t e m u s . July 18,
1870).
^Francis Simons, the Roman Catholic bishop of Indore, India,
mentions several examples of relevant changes in Catholic teaching
in his Infallibility and the Evidence
(Springfield,
Illinois:
Templegata, Publishers, 1968), pp. 113-18.
Some of these are also
stated in Kung's Infallible? An Inquiry (Garden City, New York:
Doubleday & Company, 1971), pp. 31-33, where the author refers to
past positions of Roman Catholic doctrine as "errors." Karl Rahner
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has consisced either in formulating a reinterpretation that at times
strikes many as a pronouncement contradicting the original one^- or,
when such a reinterpretation proved impossible,

in expressing the

Magisterium's rejection of new evidence or the sensus fidelium. thus
suggesting

the

pronouncement

leadership's unwillingness
of

the

ecclesiastical

to repudiate an earlier

Magisterium^

regarded

as

concedes that "the Church has de facto very often made mistakes in
the past." These, however, fall in the category of propositions of
faith which are not "dogmas" properly so called but just "teachings"
which, even though having "certain authority and binding force,"
have never been claimed by the church to be dogmatic, and therefore
are, "in principle, reformable and possibly erroneous" (Rahner,
Theological Investigations. Volume XIV; Ecclesiology. Questions in
the Church, the Church in the World, trans. David Bourke [New York:
Seabury Press, 1976], p. 60). Among the latter Rahner includes some
"propositions of moral theology" such as Pope Paul Vi's encyclical
Humanae vitae (ibid., p. 83).
Hfhile the Magisterium affirms that both say essentially the
same thing, as, for instance, in the explanation of "outside the
church there is no salvation" by Vatican II.
Pope Boniface VIII
formulated this view in his bull "Unam sanctam" (Nov. 18, 1302) in
the following terms: "With Faith urging us we are forced to believe
and to hold the one, holy, Catholic Church and that, apostolic, and
we firmly believe and simply confess this (Church) outside which
there is no salvation nor remission of sin" (see Dens.. 468) .
Vatican II's explanation appears to many as declaring that there is
salvation outside the church: "Those who, through no fault of their
own, do not know the Gospel of Christ or his Church, but who
nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart, and, moved by grace, try
in their actions to do his will as they know it through the dictates
of their conscience--those too may achieve eternal salvation"
(Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, art. 16.
Cf. Rung, The
Church. pp. 403-411; also Simons, Infallibility, p. 115).
^A recent example is Pope Paul Vi's encyclical Humanae vitae
which, among other things, addresses the issue of birth control.
In
his general audience on 31 July, 1968, the Pope explained: "We have
studied, read and discussed the matter as much as we could: we have
also prayed a great deal. . . . We had to evaluate, bearing in mind
both the duty and the freedom of our apostolic office, a doctrinal
tradition that is not only centuries old but also recent, that of
our three immediate predecessors" (see "How the Pope Made up His
Mind," HerdCor 5 [1968j:336; n. a.).
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binding.

The latter tends to cause major resistance on the part of

some among the faithful.
Conversely,

Protestant

churches

which

recognize

no

infallible teaching authority apart from the Bible have been able,
at times without major theological conflict,

to correct some points

in their teaching when a clearer understanding of some issues seemed
to require it.

This should not be understood to mean that members

of Protestant denominations have not,

at

times,

strongly resisted

changes in the doctrine or discipline of their churches.^
a

resistance

typically,

occurs,

that

the

the

view

changes

held

are

by

neither

the
an

When such

"conservatives"

is,

improvement

the

in

understanding nor a mere cultural adaptation of revealed truth, but
simply and clearly a corruption of what they understand to be the
truth of the Scriptures.

This issue of change in Christian doctrine

in the context of the discrimination between true and false belief

^■H. Fries and J. Finsterhdlzl observe that "an utterance
intended to be a dogmatic definition must be clearly recognizable as
such." They criticize the tendency that exists in some quarters "to
extend the notion and application of infallibility beyond its due
limits, especially with regard to the ordinary papal magisterium"
("Infallibility," p. 136).
^Change in doctrinal formulations or in church discipline
and policies has never been without resistance.
It seems that
regarding the issue of continuity and change, human beings can be
sorted under two main labels: conservative and progressive, though
it should be recognized that they are rather relative descriptions.
History shows that innovators in theology have been usually regarded
by the established churches as disturbers of the peace and a danger
for the progress of the church’s mission.
In such instances, issues
raised by innovators are usually regarded as of minor importance,
and an attempt is made to shelve the problem.
At times this has
been achieved by either persecuting the "heretics," or, in more
recent times, by reducing them to silence by administrative means.
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and

Ceaching

deserves

further

attention

and

is addressed

in the

coming pages.

The Issue of Continuity and Change In
Christian Doctrine
It vas

mentioned

above

that

from

the

end

of

the

second

century A.D. already such church fathers as Irenaeus and Tertullian
affirmed that the
same.
Eusebius

true doctrine of

Accordingly,
in

the

the

fourth

the church always

hallmark
century

of

orthodoxy,

and by Vincent

remains

pointed
of

Lerius

fifth, was the continuity of the ecclesiastical tradition.

the

out

by

in

the

Correct

belief and teaching was that which one could demonstrate to be the
same as the apostolic teaching existent before the rise of heresy.
By the time of the sixteenth-century Reformation, however,
the Protestant allegation that the church had departed widely from
the norm of the original apostolic tradition as recorded in the NT
Canon became one of the central theological issues.
of

this matter

Murray's

cannot be stressed enough.

thesis^-

that

the

parting

of

the

The importance

It is Father John C.
ways

between

Roman

Catholicism and Protestantism took place precisely on the issue of
the development of dogma.^

There

is no question,

for him,

as to

1John C . Murray, The Problem of God: Yesterday and Today
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1964), which contains
Murray's address at the inaugural series of St. Thomas More Lectures
at Yale University, delivered in 1962.
^Obviously, the issue of continuity and change in Christian
theology is closely related to that of the "development of dogma,"
which is understood in at least two different ways among Christians,
namely, in the Modernist and in the traditional Roman Catholic
senses (see below, pp. 87-88, 91-95).
William Reiser labels them
the
"historical-critical
approach"
and
the
"organic
view,"
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whether or not there has been change in Christian tradition.

The

question is, rather,
What is legitimate development, what is organic growth in the
understanding of the original deposit of faith, what is
warranted extension of the primitive discipline of the Church,
and what, on the other hand, is accretion, additive increment,
adulteration of the deposit, distortion of the Christian discipline?
Since
sense

of

it seems

change^

has

difficult
occurred

to deny
both

in

that development
Catholicism

and

in the
Protes

tantism,^ one theological dilemma exists precisely in distinguishing
between

legitimate

faith.

This

is,

development
to be sure,

and

adulteration

of

the

original

a problem of discriminating between

true and false (orthodox and heretic)

Christian doctrine for which

the basic question is, What are the criteria and norms by which to
judge between true growth and rank excrescence?^

respectively (see William Edward Reiser, "What Calls Forth Heresy?:
An Essay on the Development of Dogma Within a Heideggerian Context”
[Ph.D. dissertation, Vanderbilt University, 1977], pp. 17-71).
^■Murray, The Problem of God, p. 53.
^One should keep in mind that the concept of "development"
does not necessarily imply that improvement is the automatic
occurrence in the history of Christian theology.
It rather means
that change has taken place, either because of the promised
illumination of the Holy Spirit (John 14:26; 16:12-13)--in this case
change would mean growth in truth--or because of the ever-changing
historical conditions and philosophical trends in which the church
is immersed.
In the latter instance, change is not necessarily
guaranteed to be in truth.
JIt must be recognized that the gospel was expounded neither
in the fourth and fifth centuries--for instance, in the formulae of
the Nicaean and Chalcedonian creeds--nor in 16th century's Roman
Catholicism and Protestantism exactly as it was in the New Testament
writings.
Change indeed has taken place in the formulation of the
church's teaching.
^Cf. Murray, The Problem of God, p. 53.
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The
between

problem

legitimate

of

defining

the

and unfounded

criteria

development

for
has

discriminating
to

do with

the

question of how we can reconcile our continually changing under
standing

of

the

nature of God's
between

the

gospel

with

the

revelation enclosed

revealed

norms

of

essentially

"cnce-and-for-all"

in the gospel.*-

Christian

doctrine

The

(the

tension

apostolic

teachings as recorded in the NT Canon) and the ecclesiastical norms
of

orthodoxy

(the

church's

traditions

and magisterial

pronounce

ments) is a specific manifestation of this problem.
The Protestant allegation that the Roman Catholic Church had
departed from the original norms of Christian

truth,

and,

on the

other hand,

the Roman Catholic insistence on the authority of the

Hagisterium,

brought the tension existing between the written norm

and

the

living

tradition

explicitly

and

vividly

into

focus.

Further,

in the Protestant-Catholic confrontation that tension was

brought

to

a

deadlock.

In

epistemological

terms,

the

impasse

involved the interpretation of the object of theological knowledge
(originally recorded in the Canon) by the agent (i.e., the teaching
authority of the church), a problem which was given not only in the
Protestant-Catholic
Catholic

and

the

confrontation,
Protestant

but

traditions

within
as

both

well.^

the
All

in

Roman
all,

*This is perhaps "the crucial purely theological issue for
Catholics today" (see the unsigned article, "Dogma, Freedom, Change
and Continuity," HerdCor 5 [1968]:265).
This observation is not
less true of Protestants.
^It may suffice to recall at this junction that even for
Luther, the defender of the sola Scriptura principle, there was a
canon within the Canon.
For that very reason he questioned the
authority of the epistle of James.
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Protestants

tended

Co

stress

che

infallibility

of

the

original

deposit alone, while Roman Catholics added the infallibility of the
agent

interpreting

it.

Though

both

parties

agreed

as

to

the

infallible authority of the canonical Scriptures, they differed in
their appreciation of the infallibility of the teaching authority of
the church.
The problem of orthodoxy and heresy thus began to be opened
to the interpretative level in an increasingly conscious manner.
in

all

epistemological

orthodoxy-heresy

structure,

antithesis

three

in

basic

the

composition

elements

or

As

of

factors

the
were

present from the beginning: (1) The object of theological knowledge,
(2 )

the

agent

authority,
a

theory

who

knows,

namely,

the

church

and

of

being

and

a

been

put

on

the

theological knowledge.
third

teaching

and (3) the interpretative process itself involving both
specific

theory

of

knowledge.

history of the church and at the conscious level,
first

its

consciousness,

It
for

and

subsequently

the

the emphasis had
on

the

agent

of

In the post-Reformation period, however, the

epistemological

consideration.

object

In

element began
was

the

coming
first

to be

taken

distinctly

time,

that

explicitly

to

the

there

was

into

Christians'
need

for

a

hermeneutical criterion able to address the problem of truth without
restricting its solution to the factors of the original deposit (the
object)

and the teaching authority of the church (the agent).

important

question

of

the

hermeneutical

criterion

of

truth

addressed later in this chapter^- and throughout the dissertation.

^•See below, pp. 96ff.
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R e C u m i n g Co Che issue of Che developmenc of dogma, an lease
chree

major

incerprecacions

correspond Co whac we

lash

two

istic"

Cacholics,

be

mighr label

Roman Cacholic posicions.
in Che

may

discinguished.
Che cradicional

of

chem

ProcesCanC and

The chird Cype of incerprecacion appeared

cencuries among liberal
whose

Two

posicions

can

ProCesCanCs and "modern
be

puc

under

che

common

denominacion of Modernism.^Tradicional Protestantism views Che docCrinal changes in Che
Roman Cacholic tradition as a corruption of che gospel.

Conversely,

cradicional

as

growth of

Catholicism

came

Co

the Christian truth.

regard

chese

In general,

changes

organic

Roman Catholics have

tended Co stress Che essenCial immutability of their doctrine whose
correct

adaptation

guaranteed
church's

by

the

Co

contemporary

charism

Magisterium.^

The

which

situations

the

historic

Holy

is

Spirit

Protestant

said

to

be

grants

to

the

position,

on

the

contrary, is that the norm by which all new theological formulations
are to be judged is expressed by the principle of sola Scriptura.^
The issue of development was systematically addressed from a
Roman

Catholic

perspective

by

John

Henry Cardinal

Newman

in

the

^■For a definition of Modernism, see below, p. 91, n. 2.

o_

“ins Catholic version of the development of dogma underlines
the authority of the church's living tradition.
^Neither position as such, however, solves all the problems.
Equating the work of the Holy Spirit with all church pronouncements,
as some Catholics contend, renders difficult the recognition by the
church of its own mistakes.
On the other hand, Evangelical Protes
tants, all claiming to follow the sola Scriptura principle, arrive
at contradictory conclusions in several doctrines (see Robert K.
Johnston, Evangelicals at an Impasse: Biblical Authority in Practice
[Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1979], pp. vii-viii).
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nineteenth

century.^-

His

seven

tests

of

authentic

doctrinal

development^ are said to be the first contribution to the Catholic
theory of development of doctrine, not counting "pale anticipations
in Tertullian's

late Montanist w o r k s . R e a l i z i n g

that every form

^J . H. Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian
Doctrine (Westminster, Maryland: Christian Classics, 1968.
Reprint
of the 1845 ed.).
Even though others before Newman proposed the
organic model of development of dogma (like the Catholic scholars of
Tubingen, J. S. von Drey and J. A. Mfihler) Newman’s writings proved
to be more influential.
See John Adam Mdhler, Symbolism: Or
Exposition of the Doctrinal Differences between Catholics and
Protestants, as Evidenced bv Their Symbolical Writings, trans. James
Burton Robertson (New York: Edward Dunigan, 1844).
On von Drey's
work, see Karl Rahner and Karl Lehmann, in Johannes Feiner, ad. ,
Mvsterium salutis: Grundriss Heilgeschichtlicher Dogmatik. 5 vols.
(Einsiedeln: Benziger Verlag, 1965), 1:747.
See also Reiser, "What
Calls Forth Heresy?," pp. 21ff.
^In Newman, An Essay, pp. 171*206ff.
In sketch, the seven
tests of genuine doctrinal development are: (1 ) the "preservation of
type," i.e., the preservation of the essence which characterizes
Christian teaching, (2) the continuity of principles: "doctrines
grow and are enlarged, principles are permanent" (see ibid., p.
178), (3) the "unitive power" of faithful developments: they tend to
the assimilation of elements rather than to their disgregation, (4)
the "logical sequence" cf a doctrine regarding its original form,
(5)
the
"anticipation of its future":
a legitimate ultimate
development must be "anticipated" at an early period in the history
of the idea to which it belongs, (6 ) the "conservative action" upon
its past: a true development -ends to be conservative of what has
gone before it, and (7) the "chronic vigour" or permanence of the
legitimate development.
Conversely, Newman thinks "the course of
heresies is always short" (ibid., p. 204).
*1

JSo Anselm Atkins,
"Religious Assertions and Doctrinal
Development," Jg. 27 (1966):539. Jaroslav Pelikan suggests that this
judgment is exaggerated. He holds that the Common!torturn of Vincent
of Lerins was more than a "pale anticipation," not to mention some
comments on doctrinal development made by Gregory of Nazianzus in
the fourth century, Thomas Aquinas in the 13th, and several others
before 1845 (cf. above, p. 89, n. 1) (Pelikan, Development of
Christian Doctrine: Some Historical Prolegomena [New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1969], p 2).
Pelikan acknowledges,
however, that his book is in a sense the result of the thoughtprovoking nature of Newman's An Essay, which he regards as "the
almost inevitable starting point for an investigation of development
of doctrine" (ibid., p. 3).
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of Christianity at that time was not identical with the religion of
the apostles, Newman wrote on the difficulty of applying the dictum
of Vincent of Ldrins^- to that specific situation.

His theory of

development of doctrine sought to explain how the teachings of the
Roman

Catholic

historical
teachings

Church

unfolding
of

the

of
of

his
the

church

were

days

could be

apostolic
considered

seen

tradition.
as

a

sanctioned by the authority of its Magisterium.
been

variations

from

Newman's

views

as

a

logical,

The

current

legitimate

growth

Although there have

through

the

years,

all

proponents of the traditional Catholic "organic" model^ agree on the
basic idea that the living tradition has grown without losing its
identity.^

Clinging to the principle that its doctrine is semper

eadem.^1, Roman

Catholicism

holds

that

if

there

^"True doctrine is believed everywhere,
(Common* tor-tum primum 2 [£L, 50:640]).

is any historical

always,

by

all"

^For instance, Karl Rahner, in Karl Rahner and Karl Lehmann,
Kervema and Dogma, trans. William Glen-Doepel (New York: Herder and
Herder, 1969); Avery Dulles, The Survival of Dogma (New York:
Doubleday & Co., 1971); Bernard J. F. Lonergan, Method in Theology
(New York: Seabury Press,
1972); and Jan Wa 1grave, Unfolding
Revelation (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1972).

Reiser,

^For an illuminating treatment of this matter,
"What Calls Forth Heresy?," pp. 17-54.

see W.

E.

^As already mentioned (see above, p. 54, especially n. 4),
very early in its history the church claimed that its doctrine had
remained the same from the time of the apostles.
The classical
dictum of Vincent of Ldrins ("true doctrine is believed everywhere,
always, by all") postulated in essence this idea in a rather
elaborated way as early as the fifth century.
Towards the end of
the 17th century Jacques-Bdnigne Bossuet wrote his classic, Histoire
des variations des eelises protestantes (Paris: 1688) whose thesis
was that the doctrine of the true church is always the same, whereas
Protestants have drawn up their confessions of faith with "many
variations" and "inconstancy" (see Jacques-Benigne Bossuet, History
of the Variations of the Protestant Churches [New York: D. & J.
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development in the teaching of che church, it is an organic develop
ment, namely, the logical unfolding of what was already inherent in
the church's depositum fidei . 1
Though their view of the nature of the Scriptures is quite
different from that of the Reformers of the sixteenth century,
"liberal"

theologians

the

of che nineteenth century and the so-called

"Modernists"- of the early twentieth may be considered as heirs of
the Reformation to the extent that their alleged concern was

the

Sadlier, 1850], p. 3).
^■The deposit of faith consists of the canonical Scriptures
and sacred tradition, teaches the Second Vatican Council in its
Constitution on Divine Revelation, art. 10 (see Docs, of Vatican II.
p. 117). This treasure, however, is capable of further development,
i.e., of an "organic growth" in the understanding of the gospel (see
Const, on Divine Revelation, art. 8 [Docs, of Vatican I I . p. 116]).
^In the strict theological sense, "Modernism" designates the
tendency rather than a set of definite doctrines which caused the
crisis in the doctrine and discipline of the Roman Catholic Church
at the end of the 19th and
the beginning
of the 20th century (see
Roger Aubert,
"Modernism,"
[1969],
4:99).
In his volume
Justification. Hans Rung contrasts the Roman Catholic understanding
of the development of dogma "in the sense of explication" of the
truths of faith, with development of dogma "in the sense of
Modernism" (Kdng, Justification: The Doctrine of Karl Barth and a
Catholic Reflection, trans. Thomas Collins, Edmund E. To lk, and
David Granskou (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1981], p. 101).
Though the term is ambiguous and is used mostly in Roman Catholic
circles to designate the "fifth column within the fortress of the
Catholic Church" (T. Mark Schoof, O.P., A Survey of Catholic
Theology: 1800-1970. trans.
N. D. Smith [Glen Rock,
New Jersey:
Paulist Newman Press, 1970],
p. 45), it might be used to designate
the mentality and concerns of modern Christians in general, as some
conservative Protestants did in referring to both the anti-Christian
tendencies of the m o d e m world
and the radicalism of Protestant
liberal theology (Aubert, "Modernism," p.99).
For a detailed study
of the so-called "modernist controversy" in Roman Catholicism at the
beginning of the 20th century, see Thomas Michael Loome, Liberal
Catholicism. Reform Catholicism. Modernism: A Contribution to a New
Orientation in Modernist Research. Tubinger Theologische Studien,
Band 14 (Mainz: Matthias-GrOnewald-Verlag, 1979).
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purity of the gospel.^

Some of them interpreted the changes that

had occurred in the history of Christian thought as a corruption of
the original gospel

transformed into a dogmatic Christianity.

In

what might be considered one of the more enduring nineteenth-century
models

of "the

falling away of the church,"

Hamack

regarded the

"hellenization" of the original Christian message^ as the substitu
tion of the true by a false form of Christianity.

^•After the Reformation,
the view which
regarded
che
"development of dogma" as a deviation from the norm of the original
gospel was first raised by theologians of the liberal Protestant
camp.
Adolf von Hamack, for instance, saw in the development of
dogma nothing but a process of decay, a corruption of che undogmatic
faith that he believed was a feature of the primitive church.
It
was the influence of Greek thought over the Christian message,
thought Hamack, that caused the latter's corruption.
He regarded
dogma, both in its conception and development, as "a work of the
Greek spirit on the soil of the Gospel" (Hamack, History of Dogma.
1:1-23, especially p. 17.
Cf. idem, What Is Christianity? Sixteen
Lectures delivered in the University of Berlin during the WinterTerm 1899-1900. trans. Thomas Bailey Saunders [London: Williams and
Norgate, 1901], especially pp. 146-51, 190-209).
See also Pelikan,
Development of Christian Doctrine, pp. 25ff.; and Bernhard Lohse, A
Short History of Christian Doctrine, trans. F. Ernest Stoeffler
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978), pp. 1-4.
For a brief
treatment of Hamack's theory of the "hellenization" of Christian
theology, see Wilken, The Mvth. pp. 140-46; see also G. Wayne Glick,
Ihs Efiallfv
Christianity. A Study of Adolf von H a m a c k as
Historian and Theologian. Makers of M o d e m Theology series, ed.
Jaroslav Pelikan (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), especially pp. ISO152.
^Ha m a c k affirms that "As Catholicism, from every point of
view, is the result of the blending of Christianity with the ideas
of antiquity, so the Catholic dogmatics, as it was developed after
the second or third century on the basis of the Logos doctrine, is
Christianity conceived and formulated from the standpoint of the
Greek philosophy of religion" (Hamack, History of Dogma. 2:13-14).
Auguste Sabatier regarded the notion of dogma or "divine doctrine"
as springing from a combination of the "Greek rationalism and Hebrew
supernaturalism" which were already operative during Paul's life
time (A. Sabatier, Outlines of a Philosophy of Religion, p. 44).
If
these observations are correct, it means that early in the history
of Christian theology the philosophical trends of the time had
influenced theological reasoning.
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A. common, characteristic of liberal and Modernist theologians
of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is that, within the
context of a new "historical consciousness,

they came to realize

that many of the doctrines and dogmas^ which the churches presented

^■See Albert C. Outler, "The Idea of 'Development' in the
History of Christian Doctrine: A Comment," in Schools of Thought in
the Christian Tradition, ed. Patrick Henry (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1984), pp. 9-10.
^Some Protestants claim that their churches have produced no
"dogmas," thus implying that the latter, over against "doctrines,"
are by definition infallible and irreformable formulations of the
Christian faith (see Hendrikus Berkhof, Introduction to the Study of
Dogmatics [Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1985], p. 5; cf.
Bernhard Lohse, A Short History, pp. 7-8).
At this point a
difference between doctrine and dogma may prove helpful.
"Doctrine"
(from the Latin doctrina — teaching) designates in a general way the
articulate form of a church's belief and proclamation.
Jaroslav
Pelikan describes Christian doctrine as "what the church of Jesus
Christ believes, teaches, and confesses on the basis of the word of
God" (Pelikan, Catholic Tradition, pp. 1, 3).
He holds that
doctrine
includes what
is "believed"
(devotion,
spirituality,
worship), what is "taught" (instruction, proclamation, and churchly
theology), and what is "confessed" against false teaching from
within and against attacks from without (creed and dogma). Pelikan
distinguishes between doctrine and dogma. The latter, in his view a
more restricted term than doctrine, is a normative statement of
Christian belief "adopted by various ecclesiastical authorities and
enforced as the official teaching of the church" (ibid., pp. 3-4).
From a Roman Catholic perspective "dogma," in the sense in
which the term is used nowadays in the church (i.e. since Trent and
the First Vatican Council), is a proposition which is the object of
fides dlvina et catholica. one which the church explicitly propounds
as revealed by God in such a way that its denial is condemned by the
church as heresy and anathematized (see Karl Rahner,
"Dogma:
Theological Meaning," SfJ [1968], 2:96.
See also Denz. 1792; and
CCL.1983. can. 750; cf. CCL.1963. can. 1323, # 1 and # 2.
For the
definition of heresy and its condemnation, see CCL.1983. can. 751,
752, and 1364, # 1; cf. CCL,, 1963, can. 1325, # 2 , and 2314, # 1) .
Rahner holds that "the decisive characteristics of dogma" are divine
origin, truth, the obligation to believe it, and immutability, among
others (ibid.).
Lohse affirms that for Protestantism, on the
contrary, "the conception of dogmas as infallible propositions of
faith has never had validity" (Lohse, A Short History, p. 8 ). Hence
in Protestant quarters "dogma" is generally either deprived of any
connotation of infallibility or replaced by the term "doctrine",
which better conveys the idea of openness to correction.
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as

eternal

truths

generation since

handed

down

unchanged

from

generation

to

the apostolic age had often had their origin in

later historical circumstances.^
This

approach

had

its

roots

in

the

"Dogmengeschichte"

school, a theological discipline which flourished in the eighteenth
century as a reconception of the history of Christianity.^
historical-critical

methods,

its

essential

aim

was

to

Using
provide

historical justification for superseding the patristic and medieval
dogmas by reformulations based on "contemporary understandings” of
Scripture and Christian experience.^
As could be expected, both traditional Roman Catholicism and
conservative
development

Protestantism have
of

dogma

in

the

reacted negatively to

Modernist

sense.^

For

the idea of
conservative

LCf. Wilken, The Mvth. p. 129.
^There are many candidates for the title of "founder" of the
"history of dogma" school,
among them Semler, Walch, Munter,
Mtlnscher, Lange (see Outler, "The Idea of 'Development'," p. 10).
Wilken points out that Johann Semler (1725-1791), sometimes called
the "father of Dogmengeschichte." was "the most brilliant represen
tative of this new historical consciousness" (Wilken, The Mvt-fo pp.
129-30).
^See Outler, "The Idea of 'Development'," p. 10.
^See, for instance, the condemnation of "modernity" and its
works in Pope Pius IX's "Syllabus" or "Collection of M o d e m Errors"
(1864), in Denz. 1705.
See also Vatican I's Dogmatic Constf nition
on the Catholic Farth (1870) , in penz. 1800; and Pius X's "The
Errors
of Modernists,
on the Church,
Revelation,
Christ,
the
Sacraments" (1907), Denz. 2057-2065a; also his Encyclical "Pascendi
dominici gregis" (1907), Denz. 2080; and his "Oath Against the
Errors
of Modernism" (1910), Denz. 2145; as well as Pius XII's
Encyclical "Humani generis" (1950), Denz. 2309-2311.
According to
Leslie Dewart, Roman Catholicism made the conscious decision since
the end of the eighteenth century "to avoid developing dogma so far
as possible," a decision which, in his view, revealed a theoreti
cally mistaken notion of the relation of dogma to culture (Leslie
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Protestants

the

liberal-Modernist

interpretation

constitutes

a

threat to their understanding of the authority of the Scriptures,
whereas

for

Roman

Catholics

the

Modernist

approach

ultimately

implies a threat to the foundations of the teaching authority of the
church.^

Doctrinal developments

cannot,

in principle,

contradict

former pronouncements of the church's Magisterium since every new
dogma must have been potentially contained in the deposit of faith
from the beginning.^
The Modernist interpretation of the development of Christian
doctrines constitutes an evidence of the epistemological shift which
underlined the hermeneutical factor of theological knowledge^ as the
locus where the antithesis of doctrinal truth and error was being
addressed.

As mentioned earlier, the hermeneutical element has come

increasingly into focus during the last two hundred years or so of

Dewart, The Future of Belief; Theism in a World Come of Age [New
York: Herder and Herder, 1966], p. 108).
Pelikan points out the
irony in this particular Catholic position, since 1854, 1870, and
1950 "are the specific points at which the development of dogma was
not only acknowledged de facto but promulgated de jure" (Pelikan,
Development■ p. 29).
For an introduction to a contemporary state
ment of the issue, see Maurlzio Flick, "II problems dello sviluppo
del dogma nella teologia contemporanea," Greg 33 (1952):5-23.
^Cf. Catherine Mowry LaCugna, The Theological Methodology of
Hans Kune (Chico, California: Scholars Press,
1982), p. 103.
Hereafter referred to as LaCugna, Methodology of Rung.
^CAndido Pozo, "Dogma--Development," SJJ (1968), 2:100; cf.
Lohse, A Short History, p. 7. "Since the closing of revelation does
not mean that providence ceases to watch over the further progress
of Church history and the history of dogmas, infallibility may be
regarded as a corollary to the development of doctrine," write Fries
and Finsterholzl ("Infallibility," p. 132).
J0 n the three basic elements of all structure of knowledge,
see above, p. 87.
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church history.
controversies

Until the tine of the Protestant Reformation che

about

doctrine

had

been

mostly

restricted

to

the

factors of the object and agent of theological knowledge--i.e., the
original

deposit

respectively.

of

Now,

faith

and

the

ecclesiastical

Magisterium,

even chough the basic elements of theological

knowledge remained the same,^ the orthodoxy-heresy isrue was being
moved from the Scriptures-Magisterium controversy to the hermeneu
tical level.

Moreover,

the interpretation of the way in which the

agent and the object of theological knowledge interact was changing
radically.

In the liberal-Modernist theories of the development of

dogma the new world-view which had begun to prevail in the West from
the eighteenth century onward may be seen at work.

To consider this

change in the world-picture I now turn.

Orthodoxy-Heresy and the New Hermeneutical
Criterion
It
patristic
view,

is

widely

and medieval

accepted
church

today

that

looked upon

theologians

the Hellenistic

in

the

world

shaped principally by Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy,^

^■That is to say,
the object of theological knowledge
(contained in the Canon) and the agent (the church, either Catholic
or Protestant, and its teaching authority) were still there, in the
same way as the hermeneutical dimension was present in the
theological
reflection
of
earlier
centuries--though
mostly
unconsciously.
O

‘Starting with the pioneer work of Parmenides (born about
510 B.C.) and following with Plato's philosophy, "being" and "truth"
were thought of as belonging to a metaphysical, suprasensible, and
timeless realm.
Truth could not possibly be found in our physical,
sensible, and time-bound world.
In Plato's view, the structure of
reality was conceived as divided in two great regions or realms,
namely, the world of senses or things (the realm of mere appearances
accessible to the natural senses) , and the world of the mind (the
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as a divinely ordained preparation for the reception of the gospel.
In the model provided by the Hellenistic conception of reality of
their time,
existence

the early fathers found support for the belief in the

of one

absolute,

transcendent,

and timeless God^ whose Being was
one absolute,
truth.

They came

static,
and

transcendent,
to

unchangeable,

the ground for the existence of

unchangeable,

unmovable,

world

visible world.

and

timeless

think of God and truth as unchangeable

essentially belonging to the supernatural,

timeless

unmovable,

which

constituted

the

and

suprahistorical,

superstructure

of

our

This cosmological and theological view prevailed in

the Platonic-Augustinian

theology

and was

still

preserved

in

the

antithesis

of

Aristotelian-Thomistic theology of the Middle Ages.
From

a

modem

orthodoxy-heresy

in the

follows:

Since

essentially
reality,
being

first

then,

centuries

the

is generally

the early fathers thought of "truth"

abiding

in

the

realm

of

a

analyzed as

in general as

transcendent,

immutable

they could not conceive Christian truth otherwise but as

one

existing

perspective,

and
in

only

one.

the apcstclic

Thus,
days,

Christian belief alone came to be

and over
one

against

theological

the

diversity

understanding of

tolerated as "true doctrine" by

transcendent realm of Ideas were reality exists) .
This
prevailed in the Neo-Platonism of the second century A.D.

view

^-In the patristic age, the understanding of God's nature was
influenced by Greek metaphysics.
The
Platonic cosmological
separation of reality in two tiers, as well as the Aristotelian
concept of God as the timeless, unmoved Mover, affected the way of
understanding the relationship between God and our world, as well as
the self-disclosure of God in relation to the cognitive activity of
human reason.
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Che church of the patristic age and onward.
chat che early

fathers could hardly distinguish betw6en truth and

human perception
tabula
Since

rasa
it

relationship
objective
define

of

chat

was

In addition, ic seems

truth.

For Chem,

received

impressions

considered
between

reality,

at

what

it

was

that
the

the mind

functioned as a

from

the

exterior

that

there

time

mind

thought

of

that

the characteristics of knowledge.^-

the
the

Was

subject
objects

Therefore,

world.

a

direct

knows
alone
the

and
could

fathers

tended to regard all variations from their own doctrinal views not
as possible different perceptions of the same Christ^nn message but
simply as belief in the "wrong thing."

They als0 affirmed that all

views which differed from their own had appeared late in the history
of the church and should be regarded as erroneous

innovations or

heresies.
It must

be observed

that

in some

instances • however,

the

view which prevailed and banned all others was noC in harmony with
the testimony of che
fathers'

attempt

T G_non.

at making

This was, in part, che result of the

the Christian religion

relevant to the modem-minded,

reasonable and

secular circles of their days.^

At

^■See the brief survey of the philosophical presuppositions
of ancient Christian theology in E. Edward Zinke.
Conservative
Approach to Theology," Ministry. October 1977, pp. 24A-24P.
^The apologists generally held that some parts 0f che Bible
could not be taken literally, namely, those which did not fit in the
world-view of their days, or which were not accaptable in some
philosophically sophisticated circles.
So Justin wrote that "The
ineffable Father and Lord of all neither has come co any place, nor
walks, nor sleeps, nor rises up, but remains in His own place,
wherever that is, . . . having neither eyes nor ears, but being of
indescribable might; and He is not moved or confined t0 a spot in
the world, for He existed before the world was made.
How, then,
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che

same

cime,

teaching,
canonical

in Cheir

struggle

early Catholics'
writings

Christians,^

but

of

the

against what

they saw as false

final norm was not the authority of the

the

NT

accepted

pronouncements

of

in
the

common
bishops

with
who

other

held

an

office by apostolic succession.
The described interpretation of the developments in ancient
Christian

theology

corresponds

to

a motif

which

is

familiar

to

systematic theologians since the last century, namely, the "hellenization of Christianity."

The latter implies that during the first

generations of church history there was a movement on the part of
Christianity from a Jewish to a Hellenistic cultural and ideological
o

context.*■
There

are

different

approaches

to

the

issue

of

the

could He talk with any one, or be seen by any one, or appear on the
smallest portion of the earth . . .?" (Justin Martyr Dialogue with
Trvoho
127
[ANF,
1:263]).
Similarly,
Origen of Alexandria
commenting on the first chapters of Genesis asked:
"Vhat man of
intelligence will believe that the first and the second and the
third day, and the evening and the morning existed without the sun
and moon and stars?
. . . And who is so silly as to believe that
~

- .«

„

.....
— ----------

r
—

~
-------- «. ,

»
fc

U l k C U

u

w u o

WXU4. ^

Eden. ' . . . And when God is said to 'walk in the paradise in the
cool of che day’ . . . I do not think anyone will doubt that these
are figurative expressions which indicate certain mysteries through
a semblance of history and not through actual events" (Origen On
First Principles 4.3.1.
See G. W. Butterworth, ed. and trans.,
Orizen "On First Principles", introduction by Henri De Lubac
[Gloucester, Massachusetts: Peter Smith, 1973], p. 288, Greek text).
^Nor, for that matter, to oral apostolic tradition.
^Commenting on this movement George A. Lindbeck notes chat
it took centuries for the fundamental meaning of the faith to be
"coherently and comprehensively restated in Greek terms, and the end
product of the process was in some respects immensely different from
the original."
Without being specifically denied,
adds he, the
Jewishness of the faith "had largely vanished" (Lindbeck, in The
Infallibility Debate, p. 109).
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hellenization of Christianity.

The view of Hamack,

who contested

the legitimacy of the development of Christian dogma on the grounds
of

its

hellenization

of

the

primitive

message.^ is countered by

those who hold that it is misleading to speak of the hellenization
of ancient Christian theology^ and suggest that it is more accurate
to think of dogma in terms of a "dehellenization" of the theology
that had preceded it.^

In still another position,

some recognize

that there has been a hellenization of theology but propose
Hamac k ' s

understanding

replaced Dy a different

of

it

as

a corruption

interpretation,

of

namely,

the

that

gospel

be

that hellenization

is the adoption of a hellenic cultural form "without the implication
that

it

is

the

substitution

of

the

true

by

a

false

form

of

Christianity.

^■See above, p. 92, especially nn. 1 and 2.
^Jaroslav Pelikan, for instance, judges Hamack's -'iew of
the hellenization of Christian doctrine as "a distortion" (Pelikan,
Catholic Tradition, p. 55).
He prefers Werner Elert's view that by
its dogmas the church rather threw up a wall against an alien meta
physics ( W e m e r Elert, Per Auseane der altkirchlichen Christolocrie:
Eine Untersuchung Qber Theodor van Pharan und seine Zeit als
Einftihrung in die alte Dogmengeschichte. ed. Wilhelm Haurer and
Elisabeth Bergstrflsser [Berlin, 1957], p. 14).
^For
this
Tradition, p. 55.

particular

matter,

see

Pelikan,

Catholic

4So Leslie Dewart, The Future of Belief, p. 133.
Dewart
holds
that the hellenization of Christianity was rather the
imperceptible transformation of an earlier cultural form into a
later one, "it being assumed that the truth of Christianity depended
on neither form as such."
For reactions of Catholics and some
Protestants to Dewart's book, see Gregory Baum, ed. , The Future of
Belief Debate (New York: Herder and Herder, 1967).
On the specific
issue of the hellenization of Christian doctrine, see the chapters
written by Bernard J. F. Lonergan, "The Deshellenization of Dogma"
(ibid., pp. 69-91), and R. C. Hinners, "The Challenge of Deshellen
ization" (ibid., pp. 197-208).
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Be that as it may, it has become the widely accepted opinion
that during the
movement

first centuries of Christian history

from the Hebrew pattern ot thought

into

there was a

the Greek,

and

that in order to address the everyday experience of contemporary man
both a "demythologization of Scripture"

and a "dehellenization of

dogma" are today most necessary . 2

^A sharp contrast was drawn between Greek and Hebrew ways of
thinking by those Protestant theologians who, especially after the
First World War, rejected the idea that what is unbiblical or
unrelated to the Hebraic thought might serve as part of the
substructure of Christian theology.
According to them,
this
contrast is manifested in the following points: (1 ) the divergence
in the ontological realm between Greek staticism and Hebrew
dynamism, (2 ) the difference in their method of reasoning between
Greek abstract and Hebrew concrete thought, (3) the contrast between
the Greek dualistic conception of man and the Hebrew view of man as
a unity, and (4) the distinction between "the divisive, distinction
forming, analytic type of Greek thought and the totality type of
Hebrew thought" (see James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language
[London: Oxford University Press, 1961], pp. 8-20.
See especially
pp. 10-13).
The issue of the "considerable disparity" between the
Semitic and the Hellenistic ways of thinking, in particular about
the notion of truth, has been much agitated and discussed in recent
times as, for instance, in Wolfhart Pannenberg's "Was ist Wahrheit?",
in Vom Herreneeheimnis der Wahrheit:
Festschrift fttr
Heinrich Vogel (Berlin and Stuttgart, 1962), pp. 214-239; and T. F.
Torrance's "Die Wahrheit, wie Sie in Jesus ist," in ibid., pp. 254275.
See also, among others, T. F. Torrance, "Truth and Authority:
Theses on Truth," ITO 39 (1972):215-242; John Macquarrie, Thinking
about God (New York: Harper and Row, 1975), especially the chapter
"Truth in Theology;" Rudolf Bultmann, " otA rf4 £.l ©c ," TDNT (1964),
1:238-247; Anthony C. Thiselton, "Truth," NIDNTT (1978), 3:874-902;
E. T. Ramsdell, "The O.T. Understanding of Truth," JRel 31 (1951):
264-273; Y. Alanen, "Das Wahrheitsproblem in der Bibel und in der
griechischen Philosophie," KerDo 3 (1957):230-39; Ignace de la
Potterie, "De sensu vocis 'emet in V.T.," VerDom 27 (1949):336-54;
and 28 (1950): 29-42; Idem., "L'arrifere-fond du th6 me johannique de
vdritd," m
73 (1959):277-94; Bruce Vawter, Biblical Inspiration
(Philadelphia: Westminster; London: Hutchinson, 1972), p. 34.
^so Dewart, The Future of Belief, pp. 49-50.
Interestingly
enough, Dewart does not believe that the hellenization of Christian
theology necessarily meant the corruption of the gospel (see above,
p. 100, especially n. 4).
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The his_torical wa^o£. thinking as
a norm _9 f orthodo^
The

demy^pologljdtion-

and

dehellenization-opinion

just

mentioned implies tbat the principle of authority which had tradi
tionally expresses itself in the revelational and the ecclesiastical
criteria of ortho^oxy
modem

way

of

has be e n challenged

tan k i n g

characterized

as such.
by

the

Indeed,
questioning

che
of

traditional authorities a*id tradition in general, and the articula
tion of a new s t ^ ^ t d of truth. ^

Criticism may be pointed out as

the principle unde<f5lrding the modern approach to one's search for
truth.
of

In correlaci-on with this principle,

truth

criterion.

of

mod^ffl

times

can

It bqsically means

be
that

che dominant criterion

described

as

the m o d e m

che

"scientific"

mentality tends to

accept as true thq^ which can be stated on the basis of an objective
establishing of tb\0 ^acts.
In the soqj,al sciences the m o d e m scientific criterion found
concrete expression in the historicist world-view which,

in general

terms, sees truth f i s t i n g in the concrete dimension of history,
contradistinction C°

early Christians,

who believed

in

that they had

found the truth in che tevelation of an eternal God, and classical
Greek and Hellenic
blossoming of

philosophers, who discovered the truth in che

the a^ernal

in

the spatio-temporal

realm.

Being a

definite scientific-Philosophical conception of reality, historicism
is regarded here

a conetete norm of truth in which the scientific

^•See Micha£^ Allen Gillespie, Hegel. Heidegger, and the
Ground of History (Chicag° & London: University of Chicago Press,
1984), p. 8 .
See
Rudolf Bultmann, The Presence of Eternity:
History, and Eschat^.l£jaflf (flew York: Harper & Brothers, 1957), p. 7.
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criterion finds expression.
meaning

has

undergone

Though "historicism"

both

considerable

change

history and a very great diversity in usage^
historicist

world-views^)

it

may

be

defined

is a term whose
throughout modern

(there are divergent
in

general

as

che

dynamic and temporalistic conception of the world^ which tends to
view

all

knowledge

and

all

forms

of experience

historical change and development.^
in

its

more

relativity

general
inherent

sense
in

as

the

in a context

of

It is used in this dissertation
position

circumstances

which

involving

stresses
time.

che

place.

"Weltanschauung," and other cultural variables.
In sum, the new historical way of thinking which character
izes the m o d e m world,^ involves a dynamic understanding of reality

^■On this
particular
matter,
see
Maurice
Mandelbaum,
"Historicism," The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (1967), 4:22-25.
^Take the divergent views of Hegel, Comte, Marx, and Spencer
for example.
■*So Karl Mannheim, "Historismus," Archiv fur Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik. vol. 52 (1924); Engl, trans. in Paul
Kecskemeti, trans. and ed., Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge
(London, 1952).
Characterizing historicism as a basic "Welt
anschauung," Mannheim defines it as che temporalistic conception of
the world which superseded the static world-picture prevailing in
the Middle Ages and, in a secularized form, in the Enlightenment.
All social and cultural reality is now seen as dominated by change.
^So Ernst Troeltsch, Der Historismus und seine Probleme
(Tubingen, 1922).
Questioning Troeltsch's and Mannheim's (see the
preceding note) characterization of historicism as a world-view and
suggesting that it should rather be regarded as "a methodological
belief concerning explanation and evaluation," Mandelbaum proposes
the following general definition of that term: "Historicism is the
belief that an adequate understanding of the nature of anything and
an adequate assessment of its value are to be gained by considering
it in terms of the place it occupied and the role it played within a
process of development" (Mandelbaum, "Historicism," p. 24).
^Maurice Mandelbaum, The Problem of Historical Knowledge: An
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(i.e.,

a non-static ontology)

as well as a relativistic theory of

knowledge.*-

It sees all knowledge, religious beliefs included, ^ as

historically

relative

and culturally conditioned.

The historical

way of thinking also stresses the "one-worldly," temporal-histori
cal, dynamic,

and relative nature of reality over against the two-

worldly

"two-floors"),

static,
until

(or

timeless-suprahistorical-metaphysical,

and absolute theory of being which prevailed in the West
che

Enlightenment

as

an inheritance of

Che classical Greek

philosophy.
The new world-view led not only to reject the philosophical
basis

which

had

supported

Christianity’s system

of

theology

for

about eighteen centuries-* but to challenge the traditional criteria
and norms of orthodoxy as well.

It also put as far away as possible

any supernaturalism.

All this means

scientific

of

criterion

truth

a

new

that in consonance with
norm

was

offered

to

the
the

theological community in the change of presuppositions which emerged
in the Western world since

the eighteenth century.

This norm is

identified with the historical consciousness prevalent in our age.

Answer to Relativism (Freeport, New York: Books for Libraries Press,
1966, reprinted 1971), p. 1.
*-So Bultmann, The Presence of Eternity, pp. 9-10.
2

*0 n the influence of philosophical presuppositions upon
theological reasoning as one of the constants in che orthodoxyheresy antithesis, see above, pp. 25-27.
One must underline,
however, that the dependence of theology on philosophical presup
positions has came to the consciousness of some theologians only in
very recent times.
■*As already pointed out, this philosophical basis was seen
from a m o d e m perspective (particularly by liberals and Modernists)
as provided by Greek philosophy (see above, pp. 96-98, passim).
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Science
"two great

and history,

intellectual

notes

forces

Michael A.

Gillespie,

in the m o d e m

world"

are

the

which "while

they often seem mutually antagonistic they are in fact fundamentally
complementary."^-

In this way and only for the sake of convenience,

without

to

willing

criteria

and

norms

compromise
of

the

orthodoxy,

distinction
I

speak

of

I

made

the

between

"scientific-

historicist criterion," thus referring both to the primary apprecia
tion for the scientific criterion of truth and to the historical way
of thinking characteristic of m o d e m man.
In view of the preceding analysis, an answer to the question
•is to the causes of the m o d e m objection to religious authority may
be

found,

principally,

in

the

change

of

the

basic

assumptions

concerning the structure of reality and our knowledge of it which
was brought about by m o d e m philosophy starting with the eighteenth
century.^

From that century onward, when philosophers began to ask

new questions,^ the tension existing between the two classical norms
of orthodoxy4 undertook a more specific shape.^

The new historical

^-Gillespie, Hegel. Heidegger, and the Ground of History, p.
ix.
^Humanism and secularism, fostered by the Enlightenment,
must be credited for this questioning of divine authority as well.
■*In particular, regarding the way our mind knows.
The
presuppositions of an ontological and epistemological nature which
were working at almost subconscious levels in earlier times now
surface to the conscious layer.
In philosophy, the theories of the
nature of reality belong to the field of ontology, while those
concerning the way the human mind performs the process of knowing
belong to the philosophical division of epistemology, which was
brought into existence as an independent and critical discipline by
Emmanuel Kant's Critique of Pure Reason in 1781.
4 Namely,

the Scriptures and the living tradition.
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consciousness which gained momentum conceived this

tension as one

between "the unique and non-recurrent word expressed by Christ and
the manifold historical way in which this comes
Church."^

This

tensioninvolves,

in

sum,

to us through the

the

duality

of

the

timeless "essence" and the time- and culturally-conditioned "form"
of Christian truth.
For some, the contention that religious beliefs are histori
cally and culturally relative amounts to questioning the certainty
of the Christian

message

as a timeless truth of

revelation.

For

others, the notion that the timeless truth of the Christian doctrine
(its

"essence")

theological

is

expressed

propositions

(its

through historically

conditioned

"form") appears

providing

as

a

plausible solution to the former persons' dilemma.
The
compelled

new
many

philosophical
Christians

to

and

theological

rethink

their

developments
concepts

revelation as the intrusion of eternity into the

"lower"

of

have
divine

realm of

history, of the inspiration of Scriptures as dictation,^ and even of
the

nature

of

God.^

The

rejection

of

the

old

world-view

in

^The new philosophical approach included the idea that the
knowledge of truth does not merely depend on the object, but is
relative to the subject.
This epistemological turning point is
identified in the history of philosophy with the work of Emmanuel
Kant (1724-1804).
^■Schoof, A Survey, p. 25.
^This model of inspiration involves the total inerrancy of
biblical propositions.
^In the theological realm,
the doctrines in which the
ontological and the epistemological presuppositions are bound to be
manifested more clearly are the doctrines of God and revelation,
respectively.
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philosophy corresponded to che denouncement of the "hellenization of
Christianity" in theology.
The m o d e m conflict regarding orthodoxy-and-heresy is not so
much

a clash

between

different
nor

a

doctrinal

battle

views,

between

as

in

different

ancient

Christian

theology,

norms

of

orthodoxy,

as in the confrontation of religious authorities at the

time of the Reformation, but a struggle between two world-views.^
Thus

far

the

historical-theological

outline

of

the

development of the concept of orthodoxy has underlined the fact that
the basic issue behind the first Christians' discrimination between
true and false belief was the principle of authority.
principle
appeared

undergirding

the

first

criterion

in the history of Christian thought,

of

This was the

orthodoxy

namely,

which

the revela-

tional criterion: What made a particular doctrine true in the eyes
of the early Christians was

their conviction that the former was

backed by the authority of divine revelation.
At

che time of the Protestant Reformation the validity of

the principle of authority was not questioned.

The dispute of those

days was around the preeminence of either the revelational or the
ecclesiastical expression of authority.

More specifically,

controversy around the issue of "mediate
norma normans

it was a

authority,whether

the

of orthodoxy was the Scriptures or the traditions of

^■Karl Burger already noted at the turn of the century
"The question is whether Christianity is to maintain itself as
religion of revelation, or is to lapse to a mere phase of
general evolution of religious history" (K. Burger, "Orthodoxy
Heterodoxy," NSchHerERK. 1910 ed., 8:278).

that
the
che
and

^See above, pp. 33-37, especially p. 36, n. 3.
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Che church and che MagisCerium's pronouncemenCs.
cwo

cenCuries

chat

che

principle

of

Ic is in Che lasC

authoricy

undergirding

che

revelacional and che ecclesiasCical criteria of Christian truth has
been challenged as such.
This

development

has

far-reaching

implications.

In

the

first place, it means chat the cradicional criteria of orthodoxy are
being

shaken.

Second,

and as

a consequence

of

the

former,

it

implies not merely that the whole approach of the first Christians
to the issue of Christian truth has to be radically revised but also
chat the very categories
irrelevant.
error

of orthodoxy and heresy are regarded as

The reason for this is that the concepts of truth and

have

acquired

a

more

relative

value,

especially

from

an

epistemological perspective.

Orthodoxy and heresy: the present
state of the question
I suggested earlier that the epistemological relativity that
dominates

the

scene

in post-Kantian times has contributed to the

m o d e m objection to the principle of authority as well as to che two
criteria

of

expression.

classical

orthodoxy

in

which

that

principle

found

Since it is generally accepted that one's view on the

subject of doctrinal authority--in particular on the issue of the
existence of an objective norm of truth--affects the whole approach
of

one's

theological

reflection,

implications of major importance.

this

recent

development

has

As Rupert E. Davies observes,

Could it be demonstrated . .
chat there is no wholly
authoritative source of religious truth, any distinction which
may be held to exist between theology and philosophy would

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

109
disappear, and che problems of theology would have been shown to
be on the same level as the problems of metaphysics.*How does

this reluctance

to accept authoritative norms of

religious truth relate to the present state of the orthodoxy-heresy
antithesis?

By the mid-twentieth century many have come to regard

relativity as a main characteristic of chat very issue as early as
the second century A.D.,

if not before.

This view was advocated by

Walter Bauer's influential book on orthodoxy and heresy,^ in which
the author holds that there has never been any objective,
standard of Christian truth.

absolute

What came to be regarded as orthodox

toward the fourth century was merely the opinion which predominated
in the struggle opposing various Christian schools of thought, none
of which was necessarily "true."-*

Though Bauer's argument was based

on his reading of some historical evidences,
the

conclusions

communities
philosophical

of

derived
the

from

second

skepticism

his

century

regarding

it must be noticed that

findings

on

A.D.

parallel

with

the

prevalent

from

the

run

absolutes

some

Christian

nineteenth century on.
Following Bauer,

an increasing number of scholars began to

doubt the validity of the categories of orthodoxy and heresy . 4

The

*-Davies, The Problem of Authority, pp. 9-10.
^Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy.
For bibliographical data
about the original German edition (1934), see above, p. 30, n. 1.
JIt goes without saying that, according to the documents
available today, this was far from being the view of early and even
medieval Christians.
4Daniel J. Harrington wrote an informative article on the
reactions aroused by the English translation of Bauer’s book.
See
his "The Reception of Walter Bauer's Orthodoxy and Heresy in
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current

situation seems

positions

set

Marshall.

forth by

Macquarrie,

to be well summarized by

the contrasting

theologians John Macquarrie
for

one,

underlines

heresy has become a very elusive one."

that

and I. Howard

"the concept

For that reason,

of

"heresy

trials are definitely an anachronism in the twentieth century,

and

the Christian community must find a more adult way of dealing with
threats

to

the

integrity

of

its

f a i t h . T o

this

theological

objection to the use of the concept of heresy in the modern church,
Marshall replies chat
A church which takes its confession seriously must surely be
prepared to speak out against what it believes to be error, and
if necessary to discipline those who profess to uphold its
confession while effectively denying or contradicting it.^
This contention puts in evidence the relevance of the question of
orthodoxy-heresy for contemporary theology.

The basic theological

issue of this antithesis, namely, religious authority, has surged to
the

forefront

of

today's

theological

debate

in

virtually

all

Christian denominations, not to mention the realm of ecumenism.^

Earliest Christianity During the Last Decade," in HarvTR 73 (1980):
289-298.
^■Macquarrie, Thinking about God, p. 44.
^Marshall, "Orthodoxy and Heresy," p. 14.
^"The question of tradition and its near corollary, the
question of authority. are not the only theological and ecumenical
questions in the forefront of Christian concerns today, but it is
safe to say that no significant issues can be sorted out, much less
resolved,"
without
attention
to
them,
writes
Patrick
Henry
("Editor's Introduction," in Schools of Thought in the Christian
Tradition [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984], p. 1).
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Ill
Summary and Conclusion
Though summarizing a complex intellectual history involves
the risk of oversimplification, my brief treatment of the question
of orthodoxy

and heresy from a historical-theological perspective

should

helped

have

orthodoxy

as

well

to
as

highlight
those

those

principles

criteria
and

and

norms

theological

of

issues

considered to be central for our subsequent discussion.
It

should be

clear by

specific doctrinal points,

now

that

the

conflicts

over

some

mainly Christological at the beginning,

served as a catalyst for the gradual development of certain criteria
by which Christians

sought to distinguish orthodox from heterodox

belief and teaching.

The main criteria

of orthodoxy

(or correct

belief) which appeared in the scenario of Christian theology were,
first,

the

revelational

ecclesiastical
ecclesiastical

criterion and then

continuity
criterion.

of

Christian

that which valued the
tradition,

i.e.,

the

These

criteria contributed to identify

some concrete norms of orthodoxy.

The teaching of the apostles was

the first such norm.
authority

of

the

As a consequence of the recognized teaching

apostles

and

after

their

death,

a

Canon

of

neotestamentarian apostolic writings was recognized as sound norm.^
The
oral

apostolic

form which was

apostles.

tradition was

believed to exist also

kept and passed on by

This is the principle of tradition.

who possessed the authentic oral

the

disciples

in an
of

the

Controversies about

tradition necessary to interpret

^-When I speak of the "original apostolic tradition," I am,
in fact,
referring principally to the Scriptures of the New
Testament.
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the canonical Scriptures correctly brought forth the Idea that sound
tradition was preserved, by the grace of the Spirit, in the catholic
(universal)

ecclesia,

specifically in those churches which stood in

the succession of the apostles.
counted

in

this

ecclesiastical

study as

the

criterion.

This idea constitutes what has been
second criterion

The

oral

of orthodoxy:

traditions

of

the

the

church

constituted a concrete norm (the third norm of classical orthodoxy)
in

which

the

ecclesiastical

criterion

found

expression.

Those

traditions were considered to be orally summarized in the "rule of
faith" or "canon of truth," which was in turn the forerunner of the
written

creeds

of

the

early

church.^-

From

the

ecclesiastical

criterion of correct doctrine, added to the recognized authority of
the apostles,
bishops

were

apostles,

was later derived the fourth norm of orthodoxy:
increasingly

regarded

as

the

successors

of

The
the

and thus the pronouncements of the episcopal Magisterium

came to be regarded as normative.
A. potential tension i
major

significance, appeared

orthodoxy.

which history proved later
between

the

two

major

to be of

criteria

of

This tension consists in the confrontation between the

normative authority of the Canon and the insights and truth claims
of

post-Biblical

traditions

that

developed

in

the

Christian

communities, to which a normative status was also attributed.
Two

theological

issues

are paramount

in

the Middle

Ages.

Due to both religious and political reasons, and thanks to the power

^■Cf. Anthony E. Gilles, The People of the Creed: The Storv
Behind the Early Church (n.p.: St. Anthony Messenger Press, 1985),
pp. 48-49.
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reached by the episcopacy,

che notions of the unity and catholicity

of the church were emphasized.

Ecclesiastical unity was enforced.

The monolithic unity of the doctrine of the official church came
only as a result of this development.

In addition to the issue of

the unity of the church's doctrine, the charismatic infallibility of
the

Magisterium

was

stressed

in

the

attempt

at

securing

Che

truthfulness of the ecclesiastical teachings.
The

principles,

criteria,

norms,

and

theological

issues

reviewed thus far should be regarded as the constitutive elements of
the

orthodoxy-heresy

structure

which

Coward the end of the Middle Ages.

appear

clearly

delineated

At that time heresy was defined

not merely as false teaching but as a sin against church and state,
indeed essentially as "non-church."
The

Protestant

Reformation

constituted

a

revolutionary

turning point in the history of the Christian church and theology.
For

one

thing,

the

confrontation

between

Protestant positions raised in a clear way
concepts of orthodoxy and heresy.

the

Catholic

and

the

the relativity of the

In relation with the issue of the

general principle of authority we have the encounter of two mediate
authorities

or

norms:

on

the

one hand

the canonical

Scriptures,

which constitute the original sources of Christian doctrine, on the
other,

the teachings of the Magisterium with

normativity

of

the

living

tradition.

To

its emphasis
both

of

these

on the
norms

infallibility was ascribed.
From a more

recent perspective,

the change of presupposi

tions or basic assumptions emerging since the eighteenth century has

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

114
brought forth a new world-view which challenged some of che earlier
concepts.

A new hermeneutical criterion, i.e. the m o d e m scientific

criterion, fuuiiu expression in the historicist norm with its dynamic
understanding

of

truth

and

relativity of knowledge.

reality

and

its

appreciation

for

the

For one thing, che new criterion and norm

challenged che classical and medieval static notion of reality and
truth.

For another,

..u ;

they moved

«..*
— c
«_uw4iaw
«>*

- «
- «-u~
uw
Miw

the orthodoxy-heresy

x e u L i;o i.a iic

n - c- —
- ^
i\ c t u i. w o u iu il

wau

antithesis,

i
wbw ugttt

w..
ww

an

impasse, into another level different from that of the interaction
between Che object and the agent of theological knowledge,

namely

into the interpretative level.

As mentioned earlier,^ these three

basic

have

epistemological

theological

elements

always

been

reflection of the Christian church.

present
The

in

the

historical-

theological outline presented in this chapter has made evident that
through
stress

the history of the church there has been a shift
laid on them.

revelational
from

the

to

the

concern

preoccupation

Specifically,
ecclesiastical
about

about who

what

has

the

the emphasis
criterion

do

in the

shifted from the

of orthodoxy,

Christians

believe

teaching authority.

i.e.,

to

Lately

the
the

emphasis has shifted again, this time from the ecclesiastical to the
hermeneutical criterion.
that

these

three

It must be pointed out at this juncture

criteria of Christian

truth are

present

in

theological reflection of all quarters in today's Christianity.

the
The

difference lays in the Importance and ultimacy which each Christian
community attributes to these criteria.

^•See above, pp. 87, 95-96; especially p. 96, n. 1.
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In the context of the hermeneutical criterion of truth the
theories

of

the

development

of

dogma became

an

important

issue.

They underlined the fact that many of the dogmas which the churches
presented as eternal truths handed down essentially unchanged since
the apostolic times had often had their origin in later historical
circumstances.
acquired

a

nondogmatic
foreground

The

more

concepts

relative

and more
the

idea of

mainly

As

and

result,

the

error
call

Christianity has brought

thus
for

to

a

the

of such concepts

as

Thus, in m o d e m times, among the theological

and

of orthodoxy-and-heresy, one may

foremost,

the

infallibility of Christian doctrine
change.

a

truth

the inappropriateness

related to the antithesis

distinguish,

doctrinal

value.

pluralistic

orthodoxy and heresy.
issues

of

issues of

the

truth

and that of its continuity

and
and

They are related to the scientific criterion which measures

both the object of theological knowledge and the agent interpreting
and

transmitting

it

against

the

norm

constituted by

the

modem

historical way of thinking.
One

may

find

in

the

components

of

antithesis here reviewed the loci of the
model

of

orthodoxy-heresy.

treatment of these components,
views

on this question,

Yet

the

orthodoxy-heresy

analysis of Hans Kting's

before

one

considers

Kung's

in an attempt to better discern his

it is necessary

to briefly delineate

main concerns and characteristics of his theology in general.

the
This

includes a succinct look at his formative years as a priest, during
which

one

can

already

theological thought.

make

out

To this I now

thegeneral

trends

of

Kung’s

turn.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

CHAPTER II

HANS RUNG, THE THEOLOGIAN

Since I consider useful

for one’s understanding of Rung's

writings--in particular his view on heresy--an attempt to determine
the

leading

concerns

which

constitute

the

starting point of his

theology, this chapter briefly describes and analyzes those concerns
in the context of the most important elements which define him as a
theologian.

It includes a consideration of the formative years of

his priestly education and some significant shifts in his theolog
ical

development

as

well.

I deem essential

to

deal with

these

matters first in order to appropriately interpret Rung's statements
concerning

the

orthodoxy-heresy

antithesis

and

its

subsidiary

issues.
As a young Swiss Roman Catholic, RQng was "brought up in the
traditional

Catholic

way

and

moulded

by

the

Catholic

movement."1

After receiving what he considers to be,

youth

in contrast

^-These are Rung's own words in Hermann H&ring and Rarl-Josef
Ruschel,
"An Interview with Hans Ring,"
[hereafter quoted as
"Interview"], in idem, W & W. pp. 129-30. Rung conceded to a long and
informative interview with his colleagues of the Eberhard-RarlsUniversitdt of TObingen, Hermann H&ring and Rarl-Josef Ruschel, in
1978.
Dr. H&ring, born in 1937, was at that time Academic
Counsellor at that University's Institute for Ecumenical Research
(Institut fur dkumenische Forschung)
of which Hans Rung was
director.
Dr. Ruschel, born in 1948, was Scientific Adviser at the
same Institute.
This interview was later published in W&W. a book
which its editors intended as "a modest present for Hans Rung on his
fiftieth birthday," and as a token of gratitude "from pupils to
116
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vlch

this

traditional

environment,

a

more

liberal

and

modem

education at the Gymnasium in Lucerne,^ Kung went to Rome in 1948 to

their master, from staff to their 'boss'" (see W&W. pp. 2, 9).
As
expected, the two editors could not help revealing their admiration
for their "boss."
This, according to Donald D. Smeeton, "shows
clearly in the framing of the questions" of the interview (see
Smeeton's review of Haring and Kuschel's book in TSF Bui. October
1980, p. 14.
Smeeton was at that time a doctoral student at the
Catholic University of Louvain, Belgium).
Similarly, Gabriel Fackre
points out that Haring and Ruschel trace the development of Rung's
work by using essays "from admirers and friendly critics addressed
to the various stages of his thinking" (Review of Hans Rung: His
Work and His Wav, in TSF Bui. Nov.-Dec. 1982, p. 18).
Even though
this book on Hans Rang might be considered one-sided (the interview
in particular), it constitutes the basis for the biographical
information concerning the theologian in most of the works which
deal, however briefly, with this aspect of his career (for instance,
Riwiet, Hans Rung, and Swidler, Rung in Conflict) . David L. Mueller
evaluates the interview as "the single most helpful section of the
book for interpreting how Rang views his own theological pilgrimage
and theological contribution" (see review in RevExp 78 [1981]: 127).
On the other hand, in answer to the specific question regarding the
existence of any additional sources dealing with the formative
period of his priestly life, Rang states: "Mehr Quellenmaterial
biographischer Art gibt es nicht, ist hier auch nicht von Bedeutung"
(see letter of Enrique Espinosa to Hans Rang, May 14, 1987; and
letter of Hans Rang to Enrique Espinosa, June 2, 1987. Both letters
are deposited at the Adventist Heritage Center of Andrews Univer
sity's Library, in Berrien Springs, Michigan).
^-Bom March 19, 1928, at Sursee, Switzerland, Rang received
his Matura (secondary school certificate) at age 20 at the cantonal
Gymnasium in Lucerne, in 1948.
See "Chronological Summary, 19281978" in W&W. p.12.
For the most complete biographical information
on ROng to date, see W & W . pp.12-31.
The long interview conceded to
his collaborators Hermann HAring and Rarl-Josef Ruschel (ibid., pp.
129-183)
also
provides
biographical
information
unavailable
elsewhere.
Other works dealing with some aspects of Rdng's
biography are Contemporary Authors: A Blo-Biblioqraphical Guide to
Current Authors and Their Works, vols. 53-56. ed. Clare D. Rinsman
(Detroit: Gale Research, The Book Tower, 1975), pp. 354-55; Current
Biography Yearbook: 1963. ed. Charles Moritz (New York: H. W.
Wilson, 1964), pp. 227-29; The International Who’s Who: 1982-83.
46th ed. (London: Europa Publications, 1982), p. 729; G. H. Duggan,
Hans Rang and Reunion (Westminster, Maryland: Newman Press, 1964);
James M. Ring, "Hans Rdng's Concept of Authority" (Ph.D. disserta
tion, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary,
1981), pp. 4-25;
Riwiet, Hans ROng. pp. 15-30; Nowell, A Passion for Truth, pp. 2055; and Swidler, Rang in Conflict, pp. 1-8.
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be

trained at the Pontifical Gregorian University in a system of

education which
spirit."

he

describes

as being

"in

the

strict Tridentine

It would span a total of seven years.^

It was during

those years (1948-1955) that his leading theological concerns began
to take shape.^

Kune's Pastoral Vocation
Kung

went

to

the

Gregorian

University

in

search

of

a

preparation for "the active pastoral work that I hoped to undertake
in

one

of

the bigger

cities

. . .

as

a parish priest."^

The

importance of the fact that Kang saw his scholarly training not as
preparation for academic work at a University but as education for
an active pastoral ministry cannot be overstated.

As is suggested

more than once in this dissertation, that pastoral concern should be
seen as the basic characteristic of his theological career . 4

^■"Interview," p. 131.
During the years of his studies in
Rome Kang found lodging in the German College (the Germanicum)
which, like the Gregorian University, was under the auspices of the
Jesuits
(see Kiwiet, Hans Kung. p. 16). After three years study of
philosophy at the Gregorian, he was granted the degree of Litentiate
of Philosophy (his dissertation on the atheist humanism of Jean-Paul
Sartre). The following four years KOng studied theology at the same
university, obtaining the degree of Litentiate of Theology in 1955
after
defending
a dissertation on Karl Barth's
doctrine
of
justification, supervised by Maurizio Flick (see W&W. pp. 12, 14).
■
‘Kung affirms that "without a doubt my seven years in Rome
had a lasting effect on my basic attitudes.
The fundamental
decisions, too, did not, as is often believed, take place in Paris
or in Germany but in Rome" ("Interview," p. 135).
^"Interview," p. 131.
4Kiwiet observes that "pastoral care and theological concern
would gradually merge into a genuine pastoral theology as one finds
demonstrated in Kung's bestseller, On Being a Christian (1976)”
(Kiwiet, Hans Kung. p. 18).
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While studying in Rome, Rung had the opportunity to fulfill
his pastoral vocation working as chaplain to the Italian employees
of the German College where he lived.

In that capacity he persist

ently sought to improve the social conditions

of his

flock, which

brought him into conflict with the college authorities.^

Later on,

while studying in Paris (1 9 5 5 -1 9 5 7 ),^ Kung assumed the pastoral care
of the numerous Swiss girls who, in order to improve their knowledge
of French, were living with French families in that capital city.^
After gaining his doctorate of theology in Paris (February 1957),^
he was called to pastoral work as assistant priest at the Hofkirche
in Lucerne (1957).
that ministry as

Kung describes the eighteen months he spent in
"a short but very pleasant time."^

It was

time

^"Interview," pp. 133-34.
Swidler, for his part, observes
that this incident provided KOng with an insight into the practical
need of reform even at that level in the Roman Catholic Church
(Swidler, Kane in Conflict, p. 3).
^At Paris Kung attended the Institut Catholique
and the
Sorbonne
(see W & W . p. 14; cf. Kiwiet, Hans Kung. pp. 19-20; and
Swidler, Kdng In Conflict, p. 3).
^"Interview," p. 153.
^Ring's Doctor
of Theology degree was granted
by the
Institut Catholique de Paris, the Catholic university of the French
capital city
(see Kiwiet, Hans Kung. p. 23; also Swidler, Kung in
Conflict. p. 1).
His doctoral dissertation, supervised by Louis
Bouyer, was entitled "Justification, la doctrine de Karl Barth et
une rdflexion catholique" (W & W . p. 14).
It was in Paris that Kung
met Barth for the first time, though his study of Barthian theology
started years earlier.
His interest in the Reformed theologian was
encouraged by Hans Urs von Balthasar, who also published Kung's
doctoral dissertation in a German translation "from his JohannesVerlag," as KCing puts it, simultaneously with the author's gaining
che doctoral degree. This was Kung's first published book (see W&W.
pp. 138, 187; cf. Kiwiet, Hans Kung. p. 157, n. 49).
^"Interview," p. 153.
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enough, says he, to enable him to have "a clear picture" throughout
his entire life of "the practical problems,
the

pastoral

theological

clergy."^-

He

preparation

is

discerned

for

anxieties and needs of
"how

pastoral

important

work

in

a

good

practice,

for

proclaiming the word, for preaching, for giving i n s t r u c t i o n . W h e n
invited,

in

assistant
MGnster

1959,

for

to

begin

Dogmatic

in Westphalia,

his

academic

Catholic
Germany,^

Theology

career
at

the

as

scientific

University

KGng was well equipped

to train

priests, attending to both their theological and pastoral needs.
in

many

other

cases

of

fruitful

theological

endeavors.

theological reflection had at its foundation a practical,
concern.^
sense,

In fact,

Christian

it may be affirmed that,

theology

is

not

an

in a very

intellectual

of

As

Kung's
pastoral

important

exercise

to be

LIbid.
^Ibid., pp. 153-154.
Commenting on Kung's judgment about
the influence of parish experience on his career, in particular the
fact that pastoral work provided him with a test of "how applicable
a particular theology was," Fackre remarks: "Some pastors may think
back on their second year certainties and wonder a bit about this"
(TSELBul. Nov.-Dec. 1982, p. 18).
^Kttng was
assistant
to
professor
Hermann
Volk,
who
eventually became the Cardinal Archbishop of Mainz. To him, as well
as to Karl Rahner and Heinrich Fries--whose successor he became in
1960 at the University of Tubingen--the author owes his having opted
for the academic life in Germany (see Swidler, Kung in Conflict,
p. 4).
^Kung himself affirms, for instance, that what led the first
ecumenical councils to define the Christological dogmas "was not joy
in theological speculation or in development of dogma, but pastoral
concern" (Kilng, On Being a Christian, trans. Edward Quinn [New Yb’-k:
Wallaby Books, Simon & Schuster, 1978], p. 448; hereafter referred
to as Kung, Christian1.
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performed

outside

che

bosom

of

Che

church

and,

therefore,

in

disconnection with che religious, spiritual concerns of its members.

Kung's Pastoral and Theological Concerns
Kung's schooling at the Lucerne Gymnasium led him to open up
to m o d e m culture,
Added

to

never

be

his

to "contemporary intellectual life in general.

natural

satiated , " 2

"boundless
this

intellectual

sensitiveness

to

curiosity
the

that

can

activities

and

concerns of m o d e m human beings yielded one of che main undergirding
characteristics

of Kung's

theology.

One of his constant preoccu

pations has indeed been to make the Christian message meaningful and
relevant for his contemporary fellow-human beings.-^

^See King's statements

to that effect

in "Interview," pp.

129-130.
2

Ibid., p. 129.

-’In many ways and places, King expresses his concern for
making the Gospel relevant to m o d e m humanity.
Here are just a few
examples.
Speaking of the theology of the First Vatican Council,
which
he
labels
as
"neo-scholastic,"
or
"Vatican
Denzinger
Theology," King writes that "The Second Vatican Council demonstrated
that this theology was unable to deal effectively with the contempo
rary problems of humanity,
r.he Churc\, and society" (Kung, "New
Consensus," p. 1).
"Theology has to establish a critical correla
tion between traditional Christian experience and contemporary
experience. . . .
An alien conceptual system does not aid us in
proclaiming the Gospel tom o d e m humanity"
(ibid., pp. 12-13).
"Catholic theologians . . . will certainly pay attention to Rome.
And they will do it even gladly whenever constructive, helpful, and
reasoned answers are given
to the needs and hopes of these times"
(Kung, "Incapable of Learning? Roma locuta, causa aperta," in
Swidler, Kung In Conflict, p. 91).
The same concern appears in different forms throughout most
of his books.
See, for instance, That the World May Believe, trans.
Cecily Hastings (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1963) [hereafter referred
to as Kung, May Believe 1 . which, written in 1962, was Kung's third
book (Damit die Welt glaube: Briefe an iunge Menschen [Munich: J.
Pfeiffer]).
See also Hans King, Josef van Ess, Heinrich von
Stietencron,
and Heinz Bechert, Christentum und Weltreligionen
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His studies in Lucerne provided Kung with another opportu
nity,

that

Catholic,
of the
focus

of

coming into

Protestant,

concerns

contactwith

and Jewish persuasions.^

and beliefs

in Rome

sometime later,

and beliefs.

"there was the

of

A greater awareness

of non-Catholics began

in his own set of concerns

years

fellow-classmates

to come

During his
intensive

into
final

study

Protestant theology in the form of Barth’s Church Dogmatics.

of
All

in all, his studies in Paris at the Sorbonne and the Institut Catho
lique,

as

England,

well

and

as his"extended visits"

Holland,

helped

Kung

at

that

to deepen

time
his

to Spain,
ecumenical

understanding of Christianity.
During those formative years, he also came into contact with
the so-called French nouvelle th^oloeie.^ on the one hand,
close

personal

relationship

with

the

Protestant

and in

theologian

Karl

(Munich: Piper Verlag, 1985), tranlated into English by Peter
Heinegg: Christianity and the World Religions: Paths of Dialogue
with Islam. Hinduism, and Buddhism (Garden City, New York: Doubieday
& Company, 1986) [hereafter referred to as KQng et al. , World
Religions 1: cf. Hans Kung and Jtlrgen Moltmann, eds., Christianity
Among World Religions. Concilium (Edinburgh: T.& T. Clark, 1986).
^-"Interview," p. 130; cf. Kiwiet, Hans Kung. p. 15.
^"Interview," p. 130.
^For further reference to this theological school, see
below, p. 130, n. 2.
See also Kting, Does God Exist? An Answer for
Today. trans. Edward Quinn (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co.,
1980), pp. 518-19; [hereafter referred to as Kung, Does God Exist?1.
A treatment of the "New Theology" is found in chapter 8 of Walther
von Loewenich's M o d e m Catholicism, trans. Reginald H. Fuller (New
York:
St. Martin's Press,
1959),
pp. 240-64.
According to
Loewenich, the term was coined by Pope Pius XII in an allocution
delivered in 1946 that recommended Jesuit theologians not to accept
a "new theology" which must be in constant transformation, thus
threatening the unity and stability of the Catholic Faith and the
unchangeability of its dogmas (ibid., pp. 243-44).
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Barth, on the other.*-

Indeed,

the major purpose of Kung's doctoral

dissertation on the Barthian doctrine of justification was to demon
strate that there is a "fundamental agreement" between the doctrine
of justification in Barth and Roman Catholicism, when the latter is
"correctly

understood.The

matter

was

of

no minor

importance

since it was
. . . well known to me that according to the general view all
the differences between Catholic and Protestant theology and
between the Cacholic and Protestant Churches were based on their
different understanding of justification.-*
It appears that in fact Kdng was attempting to reconcile the
theologies and religious lives of Roman Catholics and Protestants . 4
Here

lies

the

second

main

trait

of

his

theological

work.

In

addition to his preoccupation for the proclamation of the Gospel in
terms both intelligible and relevant to m o d e m humankind, he aimed
to

achieve

an

ecumenical

understanding

among

all

Christian

traditions,' and. later on, between Christianity and other world-wide
religions.

*-Kiwiet, Hans Kung. pp. 22-23; cf. "Interview," p. 130.
^"Interview," p. 139 (these are Kung's own words).
3 Ibtd.

4Kiwiet describes Kung as a "mediator between two camps"
because of his attempt to reconcile Protestants and Catholics, and
later on the traditional Roman Catholic theology with secular
scholarship (see Kiwiet, Hans KQng. p. 126).
3 See,
for instance, KQng's concern for the unity of the
church in the sections "The Church as the Body of Christ" and "The
Church Is One" of his volume The Church. pp. 266-337, 341-383.
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The Starting Point of Kuna's Theology
The two main concerns, pastoral In nature, which we reviewed
thus far, undergird Kung's theological activity.

They compel Kung

to contend with two issues often regarded as stumbling blocks

for

modern-minded men and women, as well as for the ecumenical movement
that he has fervently promoted.
some

"errors"

found

both

in

These two issues are, respectively,
the

dogmatic

pronouncements

of

the

Magisterium and in the text of the Scriptures on the one hand,*- and
the Roman Catholic model of ecclesiastical authority with its stress
on

the

infallibility

of

the

constitute serious problems
obstacle

for

Magisterium,

on

the

other.

Both

for the contemporary mind and a major

the achievement of theological understanding between

Roman Catholics and most separated churches.^

As shown in chapter

^-Addressing the problem of contemporary men and women with
respect to faith in one of his major works, Kung states: "This book
is written
for those who do not believe, but nevertheless
seriously inquire; who did believe, but are not satisfied with their
unbelief; who do believe, but feel insecure in their faith; who are
at a loss, between belief and unbelief; who are skeptical, both
about their convictions and about their doubts" (Christian, p. 19).
^Consider, for instance, the "Agreed Statement on Authority
in the Church" issued in Venice on January 20, 1977, by the
Anglican-Roman
Catholic
International
Commission
(ARCIC) ,
a
commission created as a result of the initiative of Pope Paul VI and
Arthur M. Ramsey, Archbishop of Canterbury (see ARCIC, The Final
Report
[Cincinnati: Forward Movement Publications, 1982], pp.
103104) .
Article 24 of the so-called "Venice Statement" points out
that some problems still remain for a complete agreement concerning
papal primacy, among which is papal infallibility (for the complete
text of the Venice Statement, see The Final Report. pp. 52-67).
These remaining difficulties were addressed in the "Second Statement
on Authority in the Church," issued in Windsor, on September 1981
(see the complete
text in TheFinal Report, pp. 81-98).
It asserts
that Anglicans do not accept the guaranteed possession of infalli
bility in judgment necessarily attached to the office of the bishop
of Rome (see articles 31 and 32). In the Lutheran-Catholic dialogue
which began in July, 1964, the longest debated issue was, by far.
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one,

both

heresy.
to

these

are

a) so

directly

related

to

the

issue

of

orthodoxy-

In most of his books Kung attempts to formulate a solution
two

problems.^

Indeed,

his

interest

in the plight of

the "Teaching Authority and Infallibility in the Church," which
required nine meetings over a span of five years (1973-78).
Even
chough they achieved "a degree of mutual understanding," Catholic
and Lutheran participants did not reach a full agreement in these
talks.
Indeed, the hope is expressed that "further progress toward
resolving this difficult issue" will be made in the future (see Paul
C. Empie and T. Austin Murphy, Co-Chairmen's "Preface," in P . C.
Empie, T. A. Murphy, and Joseph A. Burgess, eds., Teaching Authority
& Infallibility in the Church: Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue
VI
[Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House,
1980], pp.
6-7).
Lutherans continue rejecting
papal
infallibility (see
"Common
Statement on Teaching Authority and Infallibility in Che Church,"
art. 52). They see the Ministry of the bishop of Rome as "a service
under the authority of the Word of God" (ibid., art. 53).
For the
complete text of the "Common Statement," see Empie, Murphy, and
Burgess, eds, Teaching Authority, pp. 11-38.
From a Roman Catholic
perspective,
the "Common Statement,"
particularly arts.
52-53,
"seeks to place the doctrine of infallibility in the theological
categories of promise, trust, and hope rather Chan in the juridical
categories of law, obligation, and obedience" (ibid., p. 39).
^•Besides On Being a Christian (German ed. 1974) , Kung
addresses the problem of m o d e m unbelief and the doctrine of the
church in That the World Mav Believe (German ed. 1962) ; Freedom
Today. trans. Cecily Hastings (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1966); Gott
und das Leid (Einsiedeln, Zurich, and Cologne: Benziger Verlag,
1967); Menschwerdune Gottes (1970); Freud and the Problem of God,
trans. Edward Quinn (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979); Does
God Exist? (German ed. 1978); Eternal Life? Life after Death as a
Medical. Philosophical, and Theological Problem, trans. Edward Quinn
(Garden City, New York: Image Books, 1985) [quoted henceforward as
Eternal Life?1: Kiing et al., World Religions (German ed. 1985); and
Theologle im Aufbruch; Eine dkumenische Grundlegung (Munich: R.
Piper Verlag, 1987) , hereafter referred to as Kung, Theologie im
Aufbruch.
The issue of ecclesiastical authority, in particular the
infallibility of the Magisterium, has been treated in The Council.
Reform and Reunion, trans. Cecily Hastings (New York: Sheed and
Ward, 1961) [quoted henceforward as The Council); Structures of the
Church (German ed.
1962); The Council in Action: Theological
Reflections on the Second Vatican Council [Published in Great
Britain under the titles The Living Church (1963), and The Changing
Church (1965)], trans. Cecily Hastings (New York: Sheed and Ward,
1963) [hereafter referred to as Council in Actionl; The Church
(German ed. 1967); Truthfulness: The Future of the Church, trans.
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secular man

and in Che reciprocal understanding of Christians of

different persuasions is clearly apparent from the very start of his
scholarly

career.

His

thesis

for the

Licentiate

in Philosophy,

written under Alois Naber (Rome, 1951), for instance, addressed the
existentialist philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre;

while his doctoral

dissertation, as we noted, was devoted to the study of che fundamen
tal agreement between the Protestant (in its Barthian form) and the
Catholic doctrines of justification.
At the same time, however,
place

in KQng's

a change of emphasis was taking

literary production.

Even a cursory look at the

list of his publications shows that during the sixties and early
seventies most of them focused on ecclesiological issues.

They were

to become more immediately related to the concerns of contemporary
humanity in general during the late seventies and eighties.
This should not be understood to mean that Kung regards his
earlier concerns as unimportant.^

He merely felt that he had "had

Edward Quinn (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1968) [hereafter referred to
as Truthfulness 1; Infallible? An Inquiry. trans.
Edward Quinn
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1971) [quoted henceforward
as Infallible?!: and Was in der Kirche bleiben muss (Zurich,
Einsiedeln, and Cologne: Benziger, 1972), hereafter referred to as
Bleiben muss.
^-Already in 1978 Kung observed: "I have increasingly turned
from internal Church problems to devote myself to the problems of
contemporary men and women, of contemporary science and scholarship,
and of contemporary society" (see "Interview," p. 182; cf. the
recent retrospective description of his own theological development
in Kiing, "On Being a Christian Theologian," The Critic [Summer
1987]:11-16).
^In the "Interview" (p. 182) he announced his plan to write
a couple of books on the sacraments and on grace.
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enough

of

continually

defending myself against bishops

and

their

tame theologians."^

At the Core of KQng's Pastoral and
Theological Concerns
Kilng's

relentless

Christian witnessing
result

of

an

preoccupation

to the m o d e m

increasing

with

world

conviction

Christian

seems

that

his

unity

and

to have been

the

church

had

been

addressing these issues in an unsuccessful manner.
The author,

in fact, explicitly points out that in his view

Roman Catholicism falls short of accomplishing what he thinks is its
Christian duty.
his

theses

is

In ecclesiological matters,
that his church has

Christian churches as churches.^
he

affirms

that

it has

for instance,

failed to recognize

one of

the other

In relation to society in general,

not been much

more

successful

addressing the questions of m o d e m men and women.^

either

in

In addition, and

closer to the orthodoxy-heresy issue, he states that his church must
recognize rhaf- nr’

*nro

nno

occasion it has been wrong in its

doctrine.^

1 Ibid.

milng recognizes that this attitude on the part of the Roman
Catholic Church toward other Christian churches has significantly
changed at Vatican II, "although there are still some ambiguities"
(The Church, pp. 365-67).
•^The theology that dominated the scene between the first and
second Vatican Councils, argues Kting, "was unable to deal effective
ly with the contemporary problems of humanity, the Church, and
society."
Although not completely overcome by Vatican II, judges
he, that theology's "absolute theological hegemony" was ended as a
result of this Council (Kung, "New Consensus," p. 1).
^Kung, Infallible?. p. 31.
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This contention appears early

in Kung's writings. One can

detect it already in his years of ministerial training, particularly
during his

studies

in Rome.^-

challenge Roman Catholic

The

slow process which led him to

teaching crystallized some time after his

first five years in Rome, i.e., between 1953 and 1955, in regards to
some

specific

matters

of

issues.^

discipline

These
and

fall

into

theological

two

categories,

issues.

Let

us

namely,
briefly

consider each of them.

Issues of a disciplinary nature
Toward the end of his studies
discipline increasingly questionable.

in Rome,

Kdng found college

In the context of the"uncom-

monly strict rules of the German College" which students regarded as
a

"Tridentine

points

regulation

of

their

entire

out that he called in question

life,"

the

theologian

"the obligation to have

to

^-For Kdng's description of his gradually "becoming aware of
certain definite problems" during his studies in Rome, and the sub
sequent effect on his theological concerns, see "Interview," pp.
132-37.
The discussion that follows owes much to these pages.
For
that reason, no further references seem necessary for every single
quotation.
Since there is no other source on Ktlng's theological
evolution during this period of his career, I have come to rely on
his personal account of what happened (regarding the absence of
additional biographical material dealing with this particular period
of his life, see KClng's letter cited above, p. 116, n. 1).
^According to Kung's own account, the process of finding
Roman Catholic theology and discipline questionable "crystallized
out in certain issues and indeed conflicts."
These are basically
four and are analyzed in the following pages under the subheadings
"Issues of a disciplinary nature," and "Issues of a theological
nature."
For Kung's description of these four issues,
see
"Interview," pp. 132-34.
No further references are given on pp.
128-34 below, when quoting from this specific source.
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attend lectures when one could have read their contents up much more
quickly in text-books."
In Kung's own estimation,
ecclesiastical obedience.

this was his first test case of

Was he to follow the system or his own

personal convictions?

The issue is appreciably more important than

it may

glance.

seem at

first

The

problem of keeping

a balance

between their personal convictions and the system of the church to
which

they

Christian.

belonged has proven to be a difficult one

for many c

In fact, important breaches in the history of the church

have had their origin in an individual's decision to follow his own
convictions

instead of those that a particular system imposed upon

him.

Not infrequently what resulted in a orthodoxy-heresy theolog

ical

issue

enough,

started

this

was

as

a problem

a matter

of

of

personal

discipline

and

relations.
policies

Often

regarding

affairs hardly related to the theological world.
Another issue of disciplinary nature which brought Kting into
conflict with the college authorities was briefly mentioned earlier.
It relates

to his

involvement with the chaplaincy of the Italian

employees of the college.^

On this

specific point Kung observes

that he "saw it as part of my job to intervene on their behalf," to
get an improvement in their conditions regarding accommodation, pay,
and even the possibility of getting married.^

Once more,

ecclesi

astical policies of a practical nature were leading him to challenge
the church system at a particular point.

^-See above, p. 119.
2”Interview," p. 133.
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Issues of a cheological nature
Interestingly

enough,

these

inquiries

occurred

at a

time

when Rung was also raising questions regarding some aspects of Roman
Catholic theology.

The latter are basically two and deal with what

Rung calls: (1) "the crisis of Church leadership," and (2) the "twotier" way of looking at the relationship between the natural and the
supernatural worlds.
One should keep in mind that Rung studied in Rome during the
final years of pope Pius XII.who was then "at the pinnacle of his
power and reputation."
look

every

which,

day

in the

The

"behind

young Swiss student was

the

scenes

words of ROng,

ologization of

this Pope whom

of

this

thus able to

pontificate,"

eventually brought about

a

fact

"a demyth

formerly we had all idealized."

Rung

explains his disappointment concerning the teaching authority of the
pope in the following terms:
There was continuous inflation of statements by the Church's
teaching authority in the form of addresses and encyclicals by a
Pope who had learned it all by heart and who ended up by merely
reading what had been written by others who I happened to know
only too well.l
This

disturbing

background of
taking

place

regarded

at

the

Humani
as

must

be

"the display of papal
time,

Assumption" in 1950, and,
encyclical

fact

generis

theological

"the

understood

pomp and ceremony"

triumphalist

in the same year,
directed

against

against

deviations.~

the

that was

definition

of

the

the publication of the
what

Catholics

the

Magisterium

like

Hans Rung

^•Ibid. ; cf. Rung, Does God Exist?. p. 520.
^Humani

generis. issued

August

12,

1950,

condemned
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tended to dispute--for reasons which I shall consider later--such
expressions

of

papal

infallibility

as

well

as

the

Magisterium's

definition of errors.
To attribute Kung's critique of the ecclesiastical system to
some personal defects--of which he complains to have been frequently
accused--such as "a desire to parade my own person,
too seriously,
reason,

a lack of humility,

thoroughgoing

oversimplification.

obstinacy,

His

taking myself

an unwillingness
etc,"^-

seems

initial attitude,

to

listen to

somewhat

of

an

indeed, was not one of

stubbornness or unwillingness to submit to church authorities.

He

went to Rome "completely voluntarily and in full knowledge of what
lay in store," precisely looking for a "contrast to the worldliness
and

freedom"

he

had been

enjoying

till

then.

In

fact,

at

the

beginning of his studies in Rome, he "used to criticize the 'arro
gance' and the 'mania for criticism'" shown by German professors of
theology

who

expressed

assumption of Mary.

doubt

on

the

doctrine

On the basis of "the organic

of

the

bodily

theory of the

development of dogma^ being served up to us at that time," explains

methods and many of the conclusions of the so-called "new theology"
(nouvelle th^ologie) that was b o m in France toward the end of the
Second World War, and which criticized the two-tier theory and neo
scholasticism in general (see Kdng, Does God Exist?, pp. 518-20).
For further reference to the "two-tier theory," see below, pp. 133135, especially p. 133, n. 1.
For additional reference to and
quotations from the mentioned encyclical, see below, pp. 284-285,
especially p. 285, n. 1.
1"Interview," p. 137.
^On the "organic theory" of development of dogma, see above,
pp. 88-91.
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Rung,

Che

definition

of

Che

new Marian

dogma

strack him

"as

a

suitable expression of the Catholic understanding of the faith."
If indeed Rung began by thus identifying himself with the
Roman Catholic theological system^- with very few reservations,

to

the point where he did not understand at all Che freer attitude of
his older

fellow-students who

this Tridentine

"just could not come

regulation of their entire life,"

to terms with

the breach that

came later can hardly be charged totally to his temperament^ or even
his

"Swiss

appreciation of

freedom and

independence."^

What has

been discussed here must be retained as an illustration of the main
reason for his change of attitude.
The second theological issue which inclined RCing to question
the

Roman

Catholic

theological

development of theology."

system

What he seems

was

what

to have

he

calls

"the

first called in

^■By this I mean the neo-scholastic theology that the Roman
Catholic Church officially held, particularly before the Second
Vatican Council. For Rving's subsequent objections to this theology,
see, for instance, Maintained, pp. 42-43.
^Still, Father Joseph F. Costanzo, also a Jesuit, describes
Rung's challenge to traditional Catholic ecclesiology as a symptom
of "teutonic neuralgia.
.
The monotonous
frequency and
variations on Romanism and neo-scholasticism--adds he--reveal= not
only a psychological alienation but also an intellectual turning of
the worm" (Costanzo, The Historical Credibility of Hans Rung Tsicl:
An Inquiry and Commentary [North Quincy, Massachusetts: Christopher
Publishing House, 1979], pp. 11-12).
Frank Morriss finds Rung
"arrogant" and expresses his annoyance toward RCing’s attitude in the
following terms: "Rather than listing himself in the company of some
distinguished atheists and subjectivist philosophers, Rueng should
list himself in the company of the petty, virulent, and bigoted
preachers who have for several centuries called the Church antiChrist and the whore of Babylon" (Morriss, "Hans Rueng's Call for
Rebellion," The Wanderer. October 31, 1985, p. 4).
^"Interview," p. 137; cf. Riwiet, Hans Rung, p. 15.
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quescion was che "neoschoLastic system of theology," which later he
criticized on various occasions.

More specifically, he questioned

"what can best be described as the neoscholastic
looking at theological questions.1
the

two-tier

division

between

two-tier way" of

Kung had major difficulties with

the

natural

and

the

supernatural

realms, as well as between reason and faith, nature and grace.^

A

first attempt at criticizing this theory had already been made by
Henri de Lubac^ and the theologians--mostly French--of the nouvelle

^-"Interview," p.
133.
Lutheran theologian George A.
Lindbeck notes that the theological view of the universe in which
there is a relatively static, perpendicular contrast between two
distinctly separated levels of created reality, "an immaterial and
timeless heaven above, and the realm of temporality and matter
beneath," is popularly caricatured these days as a "two-story"
theory of the universe (Lindbeck, "A Protestant Point of View," in
Vatican II: An Interfaith Appraisal, ed. John H. Miller (Notre Dame
and London: University of Notre Dame Press, 1966], pp. 220-21).
This two-tier theory, or "two-floors theory" (see Kung, Does God
Exist?. p. 518) postulates a division between the natural and the
supernatural planes which supposes both a natural and a divinely
revealed way of knowing God (reason and faith). Hence it is held
that human reason, unaided by divine revelation and grace is able to
demonstrate from created things the existence of a personal God.
This view was sanctioned by Vatican I and by Pius XII's Humani
generis (see Denz. 3890-91; cf. KOng, Does God Exist?. pp. 509-22).
^Kdng credits his book Justification with being "the first
time that the two-tier theory with nature providing the foundations
and the supernatural the superstructure had been overcome.
From start to finish the 'natural/supernatural’ terminology was
avoided,
and more down-to-earth language was used to replace
it. So one was no longer talking about human nature but about human
beings,
about people"
("Interview," p.
140).
Similarly,
in
Justification Kting was no longer talking about "the various graces
as accidents but about the effectively gracious God." The so-called
"two-tier theory," built upon the Hellenic conceptual system, began
to be overcome after Vatican II, notes Kung, once produced the
collapse of the neo-scholastic system and the starting of the
"programme of dehellenization" of the Christian faith in the Roman
Catholic Church" (Kung, Menschwerdung. p. 646).
■^Henri de Lubac, Le sumaturel: Etudes historioues
1946), quoted in Kung, Does God Exist?, p. 518.

(Paris,
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theologie. a
Danielou,

new

Marie

theological
Dominique

school

Chenu,

and

to

which Yves

Hans

Urs

von

Congar,

Jean

Balthasar

(a

Swiss), among others, belonged.*-

In Germany, Karl Rahner also was

finding

theory,

fault

with

the

two-tier

which brought

him

into

conflict with the Roman Catholic Magisterium.^
One should not fail to keep in mind that by that time Kung
had given careful study to the difficult and comprehensive works of
Hegel-* and Barth,4 which confirmed his criticism of the two-story
theory.

He makes it clear that indeed the most relevant censure of

this philosophical-theological approach (the two-tier theory) came
from outside Roman Catholicism,
Karl Barth, for instance.^

as

from the Protestant theologian

Likewise, the speculative philosophy of

Hegel--which Kung describes as the place "where faith and reason are

*-See above, p. 122, especially n. 3.
^See Kvlng, Does God Exist?, p. 520.
*"Hegel," says KCng, "attracted me from the years when I was
studying philosophy" in Rome, i.e., 1948-51("Interview," p. 155).
During his years of study in
Rome, Father Wilhelm Klein, Kung's
spiritual director at the German College, called his attention to
Hegel and Barth (see "Interview," p. 135; cf. Kiwiet, p. 18).
Kang's work on Hegel's Christology and philosophy has been consider
able.
He reveals that it had originally been intended for "a
doctorate in philosophy at the Sorbonne and then as a thesis for the
theological Habilitation" at the University of Munster, in 1959.
Having been "tucked away ina drawer" for almost
ten years it
finally came to light, after four revisions, in his book Menschwerdung Gottes published in 1970 (see "Interview," p. 154).
4A s pointed out earlier, both Kung's dissertation for his
Licentiate in Theology (conferred by the Pontifical Gregorian
University, Rome, 1955) and his doctoral dissertation (Catholic
Institute of Paris,
1957) were devoted to
Barth's theology (see
above, p. 118, n. 1; and p. 119, n. 4).

5Kung, Does God Exist?. p. 514.
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found Cogecher and reconciled," and where the Absolute is understood
as "the unity of the
teristic

tendency

finite"*---with its charac

to synthesis was at odds with the neo-scholastic

Catholic theology,
universe.

infinite with the

in particular with its two-tier conception of the

Hegelian speculation may have helped Kung

to develop

a

critical view of this dimension of his church's theology.

Some Important Shifts in Kung's
Theology
Apart

from

the

question

of

the

pastoral

and

theological

concerns which constitute the starting point of Kdng's theology, the
fact stands that his views, as might be expected of any theologian,
have

undergone

an

evolution^.

In

Kung's

evolution means at times a radical change.-*

case,

however,

this

Three important shifts

of Kung's theological position may be noted here.

LIbid., p. 141.
^In 1978, Kiing acknowledged the fact that some changes in
his theology had occurred at specific moments of his career (see
"Interview," pp. 129-30).
He pointed out the places of his
schooling as related to decisive turning points in his theological
development,
namely,
the gymnasium in Lucerne,
the Gregorian
University in Rome, the Institut Catholique and the Sorbonne in
Paris, and the University of Tdbingen.
In my opinion, the major
turning point, at least from the perspective of the issue of
orthodoxy-heresy, is
to be
identified with his joining
the
University of Tubingen.
^This fact entails two observations: (1) Considering that
Kung's theology is still in the making, any analysis of his position
can only be temporarily valid.
One should remain open to further
possible developments and shifts in his theology.
(2) In quoting
from Kiing's published books and articles, one muse carefully nutice
to which stage of his theological evolution those thoughts belong.
This is necessary in order to avoid drawing unwarranted conclusions.
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From intra-church chemes to
general ones
The first shift, already hinted at, has to do with a change
of emphasis from intra-church issues into broader themes of general
interest,
This

in which Kilng tries to maintain a Christian perspective.

change

took place

wrote in 1978.3

during

the

seventies.

thus

In fact, three of the books written by Kung after

his dismissal as a Catholic professor
non-strictly theological,
are:

Kung himself

&££_______ £hs

in December 1979,

reflect a

even non-merely Christian outlook.

Question

af

Meaning.2

Eternal

These

Life?.3

and

Christianity and the World Religions.4
In Eternal Life? ICdng plainly states that what one can read
about eschatology
less

important

in

"theological

for answering

textbooks"

the various

often

questions

seemed

to him

about

eternal

life than what "poets and philosophers, doctors and scientists, have

^"I have increasingly turned from internal Church problems
to devote myself to the problems of contemporary men and women, of
contemporary science and scholarship, and of contemporary society.
What honestly fascinates me is everything that is of
significance for us theologians today in astrophysics, in atomic
theory,
in microbiology,
in psychoanalysis,
in philosophy and
scientific theory--but also in literature, art, and music" (see
"Interview," pp. 182-83).
This self-analysis is confirmed by Kung
in his recent article, "On Being a Christian Theologian," The Critic
(Summer 1987)'13-15.
2Originally published as Kunst und Sinnfrage (Zurich and
Cologne: Benziger Verlag, 1980).
It was translated into English by
Edward Quinn (New York: Crossroad, 1981).
translation by Edward Quinn, of Ewiges Leben? (Munich: R.
Piper & Co. Verlag, 1982).
The book is based on a nine-day course
of lectures offered at Tubingen in the summer term of 1981.
^Published by Piper
Weltreligionen in 1985.

Verlag

of

Munich

as

Christentum
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written--positively or

negatively--about

it."l

In this book,

as

well as in On Being a Christian and Does God Exist?, he attempts to
answer the urgent questions of our contemporaries 'on the basis ot
present-day

theological

studies,which

means,

at

its

core,

to

listen to historical-critical exegetical findings.
In harmony with

this

approach,

Kung lists among his

"ten

guiding principles for contemporary theology1' the necessity not only
to promote but actually practice "an interdisciplinary approach."^
What is needed, he thinks, is a "critical dialogue" between theology
and philosophy,

on the one hand,

natural science on the other.^

as well as between theology and

In addition, adds Kung,

We must avoid a confessionalistic ghetto mentality.
Instead
we
should espouse
an ecumenical vision
that
takes
into
consideration the world religions as well as contemporary
ideologies: as much tolerance as possible toward those things
outside the Church, toward the religious in general, and the
human in general,
and the development of that which is
specifically Christian belong together!^

A change in his view of the
Scriptures
The second important shift in Kung's theology has to do with
his

view

of

Scriptures.

Since

he

regards

them

as

the

norma

^•Eternal Life? , p . xiv.
^Ibid., pp. xiv-xv.
*3

See Kung,
"Toward a New Consensus
in Catholic
(and
ecumenical) Theology" [hereafter referred to as "New Consensus"], in
Swidler, Consensus in Theology?. p. 13.
4Ibid., pp. 13-14.
^Ibid., p . 14.
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normans■

the "primary norm” for Christian theology,^ the relevance

of this matter for his concept of orthodoxy-heresy can hardly be
over-emphas ized.
Before

being

appointed

to

succeed

Heinrich

Fries

as

Professor of Fundamental Theology at the University of Tubingen in
1960, Kung advocated the traditional Roman Catholic view on Sacred
Scriptures.

Thus,

in his book Justification he refers to them as

the Word of God.3

Furthermore,

he affirms that,

in contrast with

the documents of tradition which only contain the Word of God, the
Scriptures are
sentence.
error,

valid

"the unmediated and manifest Word of God

in every

As God's Word, Sacred Scriptures are "a source free of
for all times

and places."5

In the context

of his

discussion on whether it was the intention of the Council of Trent
to teach that divine tradition is an inspired source of revelation
in addition to and of the same nature as the Scriptures, he states
(quoting Johannes

Baptist Cardinal Franzelin)6 that the Scriptures

alone are inspired.^

J e e , for instance, The Church, p. 36; "New Consensus," p. 17.
Justification, pp. 113, 180 passim.
Justification, p. 113.
4Ibid., p. 116.
5Ibid., p. 112.
6Tractatus de divina Traditione et Scrintura. 2d ed.
n.p. , 1875), p. 364.

(Rome:

Justification, p. 116.
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The

importance

of

the

University

of Tubingen

for Kung's

change of perspective in much of his theological task can hardly be
overstated.

It was there,

since 1962,

that Kung occupied himself

intensively for the first time with the historical-critical methods
of exegesis.

His former theological training provided him little

understanding "of what was involved in a radical critical exegesis,"
states Kttng, so that his discussions with the Protestant theologians
of

Tdbingen--Ernst

opportunity
eventually

to

get

accepted

KAsemann

and

Hermann

better

acquainted

it

providing

as

with

Diem--gave
this

indispensable

him

the

school.2

He

tools

to

do

exegesis.^
Once at Tubingen, his study of the "historical and critical
principles" of biblical exegesis4 produced a radical shift from his
"pre-critical" statements about the Scriptures.^
puts

it,

As Walter Kasper

"in The Church and On Being a Christian Kung no

longer

^■See "Interview," p. 156.
2Ibid., pp. 157-58.
^So, writing about his questioning the "high" Christology,
or Christology "from above," which he had advocated previously in
his career,
KOng says that "this Christology lacked adequate
foundation
in the historico-critical
examination of
the New
Testament sources" ("On Being a Christian Theologian," p. 13).
Among his "ten guiding principles for contemporary theology," Kung
includes this one: "Theology must everywhere be oriented toward the
biblical findings analyzed by historical-critical analysis" ("New
Consensus," p. 14).
He observes that the New Testament is the
original witness to the historical Christ which "today we must
interpret historically-critically" (ibid., p. 17).
4 "Interview," p. 156.
^See LaCugna, Methodology of Kung. p. 71.
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equates

the Word of God with

the Scriptures."*-

Though he still

attributes to them an unique originality which makes of them "the
norma normans

of

the

Church's

tradition,"

the Scriptures are now

described as "human words," the original "testimony of God's word of
revelation.Though

"theologically

normative

for

the believing

Church," they also have a historical and literary character.

They

are the testimony of "real men in all their humanity, historicity,
and fallibility," whose language is frequently "hesitant" and whose
concepts are "often imprecise."-*

Thus, instead of regarding them as

"a source free from error," KOng now states that "errors of the most
varied

kind

cannot

a

priori

be

excluded"

from

the

text

of

the

Scriptures.^
He also
which discards

advocates,
inerrancy.

consequently,

a concept of

inspiration

Inspiration should not be seen--like in

the "early Hellenistic Church" and in the much later "Lutheran and
Reformed orthodoxy"--as consisting in a mechanical dictation of the
divine Spirit,^ but as "the whole course of the origin, collecting,
and transmission of the word," as well as its acceptance in faith

^-Walter Kasper, "Christsein ohne Tradition?," in Hans Urs
von Balthasar et al., Diskussion uber Hans Kungs "Christ sein"
(Mainz: Matthias-Grunewald Verlag, 1976), pp. 26, 29-30.
^The Church, p. 36; cf. Infallible?. p. 215.
Kung affirms
that "Scripture is not revelation: it attests revelation," (ibid.,
p. 217; emphasis in the original).
•*The Church, p. 37.
^Infallible?. p. 215.

Cf. ibid., p. 210; Christian, p. 464.

^Christian, p. 464.
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and proclamation.

When the writers of thr. NT manifest that they

are aware of being moved by the Holy Spirit, Kung observes that they
are

simply

stating

their

presupposition

that

"any

reception

proclamation of the gospel occurs from the very beginning

or

'through

the Holy Spirit' (1 Pet 1:12; cf. 1 Cor 7:40)."2

A change of theological perspective
In addition to both his more recent concentration on themes
of general interest and the change in KClng's view of the Scriptures,
a

third

shift

perspective

occurred

in

his

theology,

in his theological reflection.

namely,

a

change

of

This shift is particu

larly manifest in his Ecclesiology and Christology.
As

for

the doctrine

of Christ,

for

instance,

it must be

noted that in his early study of Georg W. F. Hegel's philosophy and
theology,

Kung

showed

interest

precisely

in

that

understanding of Christology as God becoming man,

philosopher's

an insight which

helped to support the Christology "from above"^ that our theologian
advocated

in

Justification.

his

early

years

and which

is

assumed

in his

book

Later, after joining the University of Tubingen and

occupying himself with historical-critical
his course of thinking,

exegesis,

concluding that it was

Kung

changed

"from below”^ that

^-Infallible?. p. 216; cf. Christian, p. 465.
2Ibid.
■^By
this
expression
Kung means
a
Christology
which
presupposes the divine preexistence of Jesus Christ, thus empha
sizing his incarnation.
^A Christology "from below" stresses the human nature of
Christ by looking at him from the perspective of the apostles and
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contemporary people

"could more convincingly strive

to attain and

could reach the statements of a 'high' Christology.
It was Kung's
Mark,he

says,

that

homiletical

use

of"The Gospel according to

helped him to realize that Jesus is experi

enced in a much fresher way if one does not just take for granted
that he is the Son of God who came down from heaven (the approach
"from above"), but, learns to develop faith in him from the perspec
tive

of

Nazareth

the disciples who
in whom they

saw Jesus at

recognized the

Son

first

as

of God

the Rabbi

from

(the Christology

"from below").
In a similar vein--now regarding ecclesiology--in his volume
The Church. Kung proposes as the most suitable an understanding of
the church "from below".

He in fact contends that

The "essence" of the Church is not a matter of metaphysical
stasis, but exists only in constantly changing historical
"forms." .
. Rather than talking about an ideal Church
situated in the abstract celestial spheres
of theological
theory, we shall consider the real Church as it exists in our
world, and in human history.
The New Testament itself .
starts with the Church as reality, and reflection upon j.t comes
later.
The real Church is first and foremost a happening, a
fact, an historical event.^

the disciples who knew him first as the Rabbi from Nazareth and in
whom they eventually recognized, by faith, the Son of God.
^■See "Interview," pp. 155-56.
Kung claims that even
Professor
Joseph Ratzinger,
currently
Prefect
of
the Sacred
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and his than colleague at
Tubingen, endorsed this view (ibid., p. 156).
^With the help of Eduard Schweizer's commentary The Good
News According to Mark, trans. Donald H. Madvig (Richmond, Virginia:
John Knox Press, 1970). See "Interview," p. 157.
•^The Church, p. 23; emphasis in the original.
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In connection with this shift in Kung's theological perspec
tive, Karl Barth wrote an extensive letter to Kung on October 12,
1968,^ asking him: "Where in this book of yours is the author of the
book on justification?"^

Barth was referring to Kung's Truthful

ness : The Future of the Church. which he frankly criticized stating
that it had produced in him "a certain deep-seated uneasiness"3 due
in part to Kung's new way of thinking "from below upward."^1

Thus

Barth, too, who had sympathetically written "A. Letter to the Author"
to be published

in Kung's volume Justification^ noticed a radical

shift in our theologian’s writings.

The motivations of Kung's shifts
The

fact may not have passed unnoticed that the referred

shifts in Kdng's theology were mainly prompted by one of his main
pastoral

and

theological

concerns,

namely,

to make

the gospel of

Jesus Christ--and therefore the proclamation of the church--relevant
and credible for modem-minded men and women.
not

simply

What troubles him is

the plight of m o d e m human beings.

Nor

is he merely

^This was two months before Barth's death.
^Karl Barth--Letters 1961-1968. ed. Jurgen Fangmeier and
Hinrich Stoevesandt, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1981), p. 319.
3Ibid., p. 317.
^Barth refers as well to the "painful impression of
legalism" that the work as a whole had left on him (ibid.; emphasis
in the original).
3Justification. pp. xxxix-xlii.
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desirous

to

sound

clearly

wrestling

church's

message

"modern."
with

As his

the

problem

in the m o d e m

third book^- shows,
of

world.

the

Kung

credibility

of

is
the

Referring to some of the

Roman Catholic teachings (in particular the Marian dogmas and papal
infallibility) as well as to the persecution of Protestants in some
areas of the world, to the condemnation of scientific theories, and
even to "the superstition and miracle-fever and apparition-mania in
so many

of the faithful, "2 Kung notes

outside

it,

Obviously,

"the

church

is

that in the eyes of those

smothered

by

all

these

things."

the latter do not constitute a help "that the world may

believe" but a hindrance.

To a great extent,

incredible to the world. 3

KCng contends that the church ought to

recognize these and other errors.
its mistakes,

they make the church

When the church does not conceal

but constructively comes

to terms with

them,

it is

both truthful and credible, remarks he.4
What is behind Kttng's shifts in his theological development
as

well

as

behind his

"passion for truth."3
in his

quotation of

pastoral

and

theological

concerns

is his

His basic attitude toward truth is reflected
the principle

advocated by

Pope Gregory

the

^KClng, That the World Mav Believe. This book, written while
Kung was already teaching at Tubingen, has a preface signed in May
1962 (see Mav Believe, p. 10).
2Ibid., pp. 27-30.
3Ibid., p. 30.
^Truthfulness. p. 141.
3This is the title of a book on Kung's theology written by
Robert Nowell, A Passion for Truth: Hans Kune and His Theology (New
York: Crossroad, 1981).
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Great: "If scandal is taken at the truth, then it is better to allow
scandal to arise than to abandon the truth. n^Furthermore,

what

really disturbs

the Swiss

theologian

is

the "manipulation of truth” which he regards as aimed at maintaining
"the doctrinal system" of the institutional church.
the

fact

system

that on occasions

and

"truth is put at the disposal of the

politically managed."2

differentiates

between

"doctrinal system"

He is uneasy at

"truth"

(orthodoxy)

Here,
and

the

the

way

in which

officially

is evident.

Kung

enforced

The type of orthodoxy

that he advocates is far from a petrified doctrinal system.

In his

view, all too frequently an officially approved system of doctrines
is used by those who have "every instrument of power" in the church
to condemn their opponents "out of hand, without serious argument"
and with the sole purpose of "domination."3
(orthodoxy)

is

to

be

identified

with

For him, correct belief

"the

basic

faith

of

the

ecclesia," the true message of salvation, the original gospel.^

The

manipulation of truth which characterized Catholicism in the past,
Kdng notes,
is rampant above all in the totalitarian systems, where the
ruling party "possesses" all truth.
Free discussion is
suspect,
dissenters
are morally disqualified;
within
the

^•Quoted in Kung, The Council, p. 45.
2Truthfulness. p. 141.
3Ibid., pp. 141-42.
^See, for instance,
tained. pp. 39-46.

Kung, The Church. p.

315;

idem,

Main
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dominant machinery of
political struggle.^Such
Kung's

statements

concept

religious

of

authority

have

truth
as

bureaucracy

a

but

well,

truth

significant

on
two

his

view

issues

is

the

result

of

bearing

not

only

on

on

principle

of

which

the
form

part

of

the

orthodoxy-heresy structure and which I shall appraise later in this
dissertation.^

KOng's Hermeneutical Principles
In addition to both the pastoral concerns which constitute
Kung's

theological starting point and the important shifts in his

theology which I have just described, his hermeneutical principles
must be counted among the most important traits which define him as
a theologian.
Kting's hermeneutical principles are conveniently summarized
in an essay he wrote as a contribution to Leonard Swidler's volume
Consensus in Theology? in 1979. ^
whether

the

theological

methods

There Kung deals with the question
employed

by

him

in

On

Being

a

Christian and Does God Fxist?. -?nd by Edward Schillebeeckx in his
books on Jesus^ might provide the basis for a new consensus on how

^•Truthfulness. p. 142.
^For a discussion of Kung's attitude toward religious
authority, see below, pp. 157ff.
As for my analysis of his concept
of truth, see below, pp. 274-315.
•*See Swidler, Consensus. pp. iii-iv.
"New Consensus," in ibid., pp. 1-17.

The article by Kung is

^Edward Schillebeeckx, Jesus: An Experiment in Christology.
trans. Hubert Hoskins (London: Collins, 1979).
The original Dutch
edition of this book appeared in Holland in 1974.
A second book by
the same author published in Holland in 1977 was translated into
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Co

do

contemporary

theology.

Outlining both his own theological

method and the one he perceives as Schillebeeckx's. Kung concludes
chat a fundamental consensus exists between them.
this

point is merely

to describe

My intention at

the most salient aspects of the

hermeneutical principles of Kang, particularly as he expresses them
in his "ten guiding principles for contemporary theology.
Two elements--to which Kung at times refers as two "poles,"
"sources,"

or

"criteria"--are

hermeneutical principles.

of

paramount

importance

among

his

He describes them in the context of his

concern for dealing "effectively with the contemporary problems of
humanity, the Church, and society."2

Writes Kung:

In our current decade it has become increasingly evident
that the only theology (primarily systematic and especially
dogmatic theology) that could survive the future would be one
that was daringly able to blend two vital elements in a
nontraditional and highly convincing manner. These two elements
are a "return to the sources" and a "venturing forth on to
uncharted waters," or to put the matter less poetically, a
theology of Christian origins and center enunciated within the
horizon of the contemporary world.3
It seems obvious that "the 'two poles' of theology"4 as KCing
perceives

then--namely, "God's revelational address in the history

of Israel and the history of Jesus," and "our own human world of

English in 1980: Christ: The Christian Experience
World, trans. John Bowden (London: SCM Press, 1980).

in the M o d e m

^■Kung, "New Consensus," pp. 13-14.
2Ibid., p. 1.
■^Ibid. , pp. 2-3.

Emphasis is Kung's.

4 Ibid., p. 4.
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experience"*---respond
earlier.

Indeed,

to

his

a return

to

main
the

pastoral
revealed

concerns
sources

described

of Christian

doctrine^ serves his purpose of building an ecumenical Christianity
upon the cornerstone of the original gospel of Jesus Christ.
other hand,
marked by

On the

the venturing forth on to a theological dimension not
traditioii but by

the horizon of the contemporary world

speaks of KOng's concern for communicating the gospel to m o d e m man
in terms that the latter may accept.-*
In this context, Rang holds that dogmas "will not be equated
with

the

Christian

'ecclesiastical'

message."4

other

not

"defend

an

Kung does not think it is legiti

when dogmas become questionable,

palatable

should

system but strive for the truth without compromise

in intense scholarly fashion."®
mate,

Theology

to try to make

them "more

to contemporary humanity by the use of transcendental or

speculative methodologies."®

What

is necessary

is to deal

1Ibid., pp. 5, 11.
^Kung's principle number seven states:
"The criterion
determining all other criteria of Christian theology can never again
be some ecclesiastical or theological tradition or institution, but
only the Gospel, the original Christian message itself.
Thus
theology must everywhere be oriented toward the biblical findings
analyzed by historical-critical analysis" ("New Consensus," p. 14).
®"The Gospel should not be proclaimed in biblical archaisms
nor
in Hellenistic
scholastic
dogmatisms
nor
in fashionable
philosophic-theological jargon.
Rather, it should be expressed in
the commonly understood language of contemporary humanity and we
should not shy away from any effort in this direction," reads Kung's
principle number eight (ibid.).
4Ibid., p. 3.
®This is Kung's principle number two (see ibid., p. 13).
®Ibid. , p.

3.

About

the

same

time

as

his

essay

"New
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with the content of Christian faith within the horizon of the total
experience of humanity

as a whole,

and to

express

the

Christian

message in such a manner Chat it may be able to solve the problems
and answer the questions of contemporary men and women.
purpose,

an

interdisciplinary dialog between theology,

For this
philosophy,

and the natural sciences is deemed indispensable by Kung.^However,

the horizon of human experience and the collabora

tion of modern philosophy and sciences,

even though important,

not,

pole,

in KOng's view,

contemporary
constituted
experience
disciples

the only

theology.
by

of

the
faith

The

other pole,

original
of both

of Christ. ^

"source,

gospel

of

the people

Contemporary

and criterion"

of basic
Jesus
of

theology

Israel

for

importance,

Christ
and

and
the

is

is
the

first

is to be done

in a

Consensus," Kung wrote that a theology called to address the
concerns of the m o d e m mind cannot be "a theology which is part of
the 'system,' justifying the Church's dogmatic system in every case”
(Maintained, p. 42).
Since the Roman Catholic Church claims that
the dogmatic definitions of the Magisterium "can never have been
false and therefore may not be corrected under any circumstances,
only two possibilities remain," notes Kfing: "Either simply to repeat
them and support them with any quotations from Scripture and
Tradition that can be found (this is how positive neoscholastic
theology works) or to 'interpret' them speculatively and try to make
it possible for them to be assimilated by the m o d e m mind (this is
how speculative neoscholastic theology works)" (Maintained, pp. 4243).
KQng remarks that in the latter case, interpretation is
usually turned into contradiction (ibid., p. 43).
^-See his principles

four and five in "New Consensus,"

pp.

13-14.
^Ibid., pp. 5-11.
Elsewhere KQng notes that "unlike the
historian of religion, the theologian works within the limits of the
Church's faith and presupposes it, but at the same time is expected
to study it in a critically scientific spirit."
This is difficult,
holds he, "but not impossible" (Maintained, p. 42).
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dialectical way,
This

means

tension

involving these two sources, poles, and criteria.

that contemporary

existing

between

theology

history

and

is bound
faith.^

to deal with
This

the

tension

is

vividly at work in the case of one's belief in Jesus of Nazareth as
the Christ.

The recognition of Jesus as the Messiah appointed by

God "always

remains a venture of

remarks Kilng.^

faith and trust or a metanoia."

Historical-critical research into the life of Jesus,

on the other side,

"neither desires nor has the capacity to prove

that

of Nazareth

the man Jesus

Nevertheless,
the Jesus

"we must be able to identify the Christ of faith as

of history."

thinks

KQr.g,

really

the

Historical-critical research can aid us,

in assuring
man

Jesus

belief

in Christ

that

of

perhaps no one at all."
one's

is in reality the Christ of God.”

"the

Nazareth

Christ
and

not

in whom we believe
some

other

person

is
or

This is in his view most important since
"can

all

too easily be

distorted

into

a

superstitious attachment to an imaginary Christ or to a mere sign
or symbol.
Besides Christological

issues,

another illustration in the

dogmatic field of Kdng's dealing with the tension between historical

^■"New Consensus," pp. 9-17.
^For a relevant treatment of this dialectical tension in
KQng, particularly in his Christology, see James Mattison King,
"Hans Kung s Concept of Authority" (Ph.D. dissertation, Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary, 1981), pp. 122-79.
^"New Consensus," p. 7.
^For this and the preceding quotations, see ibid.
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thinking^ and faith^ is his argument for the existence of God.

In

his volume Does God Exist? he holds that "both denial and affirma
tion

of

God

rationally,"

are
remarks

possible."Atheism
Rung,

"It is undemonstrable."^
neither

rationally

rationally

or

or

nor

can

it be

cannot

be

rationally

eliminated
established.

Consequently, belief in God's existence is
historically

historically

demonstrable

disproved.

The

nor

can

affirmation

of

it

be

God's

existence implies a "radical fundamental t r u s t . I t is a matter of
personal choice, an experiential

"trusting commitment to an ultimate

ground" of reality; it is "faith

in God."®

It may be concluded that

in what touches upon the essentials

of Christian faith, Kung's rationale for his belief in them seems to
be primarily his personal faith.

^At the core of the m o d e m historical way of thinking, at
least
in King's
understanding,
is the awareness about
"the
fundamental
difference
between
the biblical
and
the
modem
understanding of reality" (see King, Does God Exist?, pp. 650 and
passim).
In what has to do with miracles, for instance, Kung
asserts that historical and literary criticisms of the biblical
accounts have shown that "the miracle stories are not meant to be
straightforward records of historical events."
Some of them have
the "character of legend" (ibid., pp. 650-51).
^Even though "fundamental trust" can be called "faith," they
should be distinguished, remarks King.
The latter term is reserved
in his usage for "faith in the strict sense: religious faith, faith
in God or the Divine, and, in a special way, of faith in the God of
the Bible" fDnec God Exist?, pp. 473ff).
On the other hand,
fundamental trust is described as the primordial attitude of "saying
yes" to reality over against nihilism (ibid., pp. 442-77).
■*Does God Exist?, d. 568
4 Ibid. , pp. 568-69.
5Ibid. , p. 572.
6Ibid. , p. 570.
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We
dialectical

can

also

tensions

conclude
is

indeed

chac
one

the
of

features of Kung's way of doing theology.

methodological
the

most

use

of

characteristic

It is also an important

reason for the difficulty in understanding his at times apparently
contradictory statements.

The particular tension between the faith

of the theologian and his "critically scientific spirit"^- is to be
seen at work as my analysis of Kdng's views progresses.

To such an

analysis the following two chapters are devoted.

^•Maintained, p. 42.
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CHAPTER III

THE CRITERIA AND NORMS OF CLASSICAL ORTHODOXY

The historical-theological analysis of the orthodoxy-heresy
antithesis developed in chapter 1 makes
the

description

heresy

with

elements

and

specific

of

the

analysis
loci

of Hans

in mind.

orthodoxy-heresy

it possible
King's

These

issue

to enter into

model
are

of orthodoxy-

the

identified

constitutive
and

described

above.
Chapter 1 also provided some natural divisions into which
the components of the orthodoxy-heresy structure can be sorted, thus
suggesting a historical-systematic

approach to our query.

First,

two general principles were identified which appeared successively
in the history of the church and theology.
of

authority

principle

of

and

of

They are the principles

succession-tradition,

authority,

in

turn,

was

in

that

expressed

order.
first

in

The
the

revelational criterion of orthodoxy and later in the ecclesiastical
criterion.

The ecclesiastical criterion of orthodoxy is indeed the

expression of both the principles of authority and of successiontradition.

As for the revelational criterion, it took concrete form

in two norms of orthodoxy:
Canon.

the teaching of the apostles and the NT

The ecclesiastical criterion, for its part,

found concrete

expression in two additional norms of classical orthodoxy: the oral
tradition of the apostolic churches and the pronouncements of the
153
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episcopal Magisterium.

Within

Che concext of

the

ecclesiasdcal

criterion of ChrisCian truth, two theological issues emerged during
the Kiddle Ages as fundamental for the understanding of orthodoxy,
namely,

the unity and the infallibility of the church’s doctrinal

definitions.
The crisis brought forth by the Protestant Reformation made
necessary the determination of a hermeneutical criterion capable of
solving

the

authority

of

impasse
the

in

which

the

Scriptures

church

found

themselves.

and

the

teaching

A new hermeneutical

criterion was offered to the theological community in the change of
presuppositions or basic assumptions which emerged in the Western
world from the eighteenth century on.
new

world-view

transcendent,
truth.

which

timeless,

challenged

This change brought forth a
the

classical

and

medieval

and static notion of ultimate reality and

In contrast with the two-tiers theory of the structure of

reality prevailing until then, the dominant "Weltanschauung" of the
post-Enlightenement period came to be historicism, i.e., the dynamic
and temporalistic conception of the world which tended to view all
knowledge and all

forms of experience

change and development.
dynamic
which,
context,

understanding
in

turn,

in a context of historical

The new historical consciousness involved a
of

entails

reality
a

(i.e., a

relativistic

non-static

ontology;

epistemology.

In

this

two major theological issues came to the forefront of the

orthodoxy-heresy

antithesis;

they

are

the

truth and infallibility (or fallibility)

issues

related

to

the

of propositions of faith,

and those related to continuity and change in theology.
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The main purpose of this third chapter is to describe and
analyze Kung's

theological views regarding the norms of classical

orthodoxy which vc have described in relation with the revelational
and the ecclesiastical criteria of Christian doctrine, namely,
doctrine of the apostles,

the Canon of the New Testament,

the

the oral

traditions of the church, and the pronouncements of the Magisterium.
Kdng's attitude toward the principle of authority, which I regard as
the general ground for the definition of orthodoxy,

as well as his

position concerning the principle of tradition are also considered.
Even a mere glance at KQng's writings reveals the fact that
he has addressed in several of his writings the elements constitu
tive of

the orthodoxy-heresy structure mentioned earlier.

first part

of

first,

some

on

this
of

chapter my
his

principle of authority.

most

analysis
explicit

of Kung's
statements

views

In the
focuses,

regarding

the

I then proceed to a study of his views on

the norms related to the revelational criterion of orthodoxy,

i.e.,

the teachings of the apostles and the Canon of the New Testament.
The second part of this chapter is devoted to the descrip
tion

and

analysis

of

Hans

Kdng's

views

on

the

ecclesiastical

criterion of Christian doctrine as expressed in the oral traditions
and

the

pronouncements

orthodoxy.

of

the

Magisterium

as

concrete

norms

of

The principle of succession-tradition, and the issue of

the unity of the church's doctrine are also examined.
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Part One: On the Principles and Norms Relaced
to the Revelational Criterion
of Orthodoxv-Heresv
The historical-theological
classical

orthodoxy

criterion of
believers'

in

Christian

chapter
truth of

recognition

authority of divine

that

analysis
1

showed

that

the early

their

revelation.

of the development

church

beliefs

were

the

fundamental

resided
based

From its inception,

of

in
on

the
the

Christianity

was rooted in its awareness of being a religion of revelation rather
than a system of philosophical speculation or a scientific theory of
the world.
we

Thus,

identified

heresy

the first criterion of classical orthodoxy which

among

structure

the

is

constitutive

the

revelational

elements

of

the

criterion,

in

orthodoxywhich

the

principle of authority was expressed.
The issue of religious authority has come to the foreground
of theological concern in recent times.
the

current

conflict

regarding

It might be affirmed that

orthodoxy-heresy

is

intimately

related to a crisis of authority which is as typical of the secular
world

as

of

Manschreck,

the

Christian

professor

at

churches.

the

In

the words

Chicago Theological

of Clyde

Seminary at

L.
the

time of this writing: "Today we live in a world in which there is no
generally accepted authority.”

He holds that

Epistemologically, we have arrived at a point where right and
wrong, reality and unreality, truth and untruth are highly
ambiguous.
We see this expressed in theories of relativity,
indeterminancy, positivism versus idealism, religious dogmas
versus existential demands, etc.^-

^■Clyde L. Manschreck, "Presuppositional Directions for the
Problem of Authority," RevExo 75 (1978):181.
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Kung's Understanding of the Principle
of Authority

In
authority,

the
my

framework
intention

of
is

this
to

contemporary

analyze,

regarding religious authority in general.

first,

attitude
Kung's

toward
position

This being clarified, we

then discuss his views on revelation, the doctrinal authority of the
apostles, and the normativity of the Scriptures.
James M. King observes that religious authority is no side
issue for Hans Kang, but indeed "the central theme of the majority
of his writings up to this p o i n t . T h o u g h it is not easy to define
"the central

thcac"

of Kung's

theology, particularly

from a later

perspective,^ we can only agree with King as to the importance of
the issue of religious authority (both doctrinal and ecclesiastical)
in

the

Swiss

especially

theologian's

during

his

literary

first

production.

decade

of

writing,

This
when

is

true

he

was

particularly concerned with ecclesiological issues.

The critique of the Roman Catholic
model of authority
In the late 1950's and early 1960's,

in the first stage of

his theological development,^ Kung concentrated on ecclesiological

^King, "Hans Kang's Concept of Authority" (1981), p. 25.
^This writing is being done at
years after King's dissertation.

the end of 1987,

some six

■'In a recently published retrospective look at his own
theological development, Kang distinguishes three periods which he
describes as "concentric circles" spreading out of his central
Christian conviction rooted in the gospels.
The first such period
corresponds to the decade of the sixties, when his theological work
was mostly confined to questions of ecclesiology.
See Kang, "On
Being a Christian Theologian," The Critic 41 (Su m m er 1987):12.
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matters in the historical context of the ecumenical awakening of the
Roman Catholic Church.

At that time Rung dealt with the principle

of religious authority,

regarded in my analysis as the fundamental

ground undergirding the traditional criteria and norms of orthodoxy.
Though

he

has

criticized

the

Roman

Catholic

model

of

authority in strong terms,^ Rung should not be seen as an anarchist
asking

for

the

eradication

of

authority

in

the church.

contrary, he wrote explicitly to that effect:
against

authority

in

the

Church,

but

for

On

the

"We are not speaking

it."^

Yet,

Rung

was

convinced that "we urgently need today a renewed authority, aware in
a new way of what is involved in the original Christian message and
required

at

the

present

time."^

Indeed,

central

to

Rung's

ecclesiology are his constant advocacy for renewal in the Catholic
Church's theology and life, and his opposition to anarchism.

These

two concerns stand in dialectical tension, a tension not unrelated
to the issue of continuity and change in the theology of the church.
They also manifest
have

identified

as

the two chief pastoral preoccupations which we
Ring's

theological

starting

point:

(1)

his

concern for the unity of Christianity around its original message
and (2) his concern for giving a relevant Christian answer to the

■“•Rung describes the medieval and post-Tridentine church, for
instance, as "scholastic, legalistic, hierarchical, centralistic,
sacramentalistic, traditionalistic, exclusive and often supersti
tious" (Truthfulness. pp. 1-2).
^Rung, Truthfulness, p . 7.
^Ibid; emphasis is RClng's.
The original Christian message
is, for him, both the norm of all renewal in the church and the
"common denominator" for the ecumenical dialogue.
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needs of modern man,

in ocher words,

Co proclaim Che gospel in a way

meaningful Co our concemporaries.
Kung's

leading pasCoral concerns

compelled him

Co confronc

che Roman CaCholic model of auchoricy ac Cwo differenc levels.
In Che

firse place,

poineing ouC ChaC

Che church's way of

exercising religious auchoricy conscicuced Che number one scumbling
block Co ChrisCian unicy.^- he proposed an aCCiCude of Che church's
leadership

which

would

auChoriCarian one.^

uncover

Though

ics

servanc nacure

racher

recognizing Che foundacional

chan

an

nacure of

auchority in che church (pareicularly in che Roman Caeholic Church),
Kung

insisted

communiCy
TesCamenC.
based

on

on

his

concepC

of believers,
He holds
service

and

of

auchoricy

a noCion which he

as

a

sees

"service"
rooced

Co

Che

in Che New

ChaC "auchoricy is only legicimace when ic is
noC

on power.

If we

wane

Co

speak

in a

precise Cheological fashion, he noCed, we should speak abouc "Church
minisCry" raCher Chan abouc "Church office."4

Considering ic Co be

his duey Co work Cirelessly Co eliminaCe Che obsCacles which in his

^■See, for inseance, KOng, The Council. Reform and Reunion,
crans. Cecily HasCings (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1961), pp. 128-29
[quoeed hereafCer as The Council1. The BriCish edicion of Chis book
(London: Sheed and Ward, 1961) carries Che shorcer cicle The Council
anJ Reunion.
See also Kting, The Council in AcCion: Theological
ReflecClons on Che Second VaCican Council. Crans. Cecily HasCings
(New York: Sheed and Ward, 1963), p. 197 [hereafCer referred Co as
Council in AcCion1.
^See, for insCance, Kttng, Why Priescs? A Proposal for a New
Church Miniscrv. crans. Roberc C. Collins (Garden Cicy, New York:
Doubleday, 1972), pp. 39-40.
German original, Wozu Priescer? Eine
Hilfe (Zurich, Einsiedeln, and Cologne: Benziger Verlag, 1971).
^Kung, Why PriesCs?. pp. 39-40; cf. The Ch u r c h , pp. 495-611.

4Why PriesCs?. pp. 39-40.
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view prevent the reunion of Christians, Kung voiced his disagreement
with the methods,

proceedings,

and practices of the Roman Catholic

hierarchy, which he finds authoritarian, and advocated in his first
books^

an

organizational

structure

of

the church

adapted

to

the

accomplishment of its mission in an evangelical and servant manner.^
In the second place, addressing an issue which stands closer
to

the

orthodoxy-heresy

antithesis,

Kttng confronted

the

Catholic

model of authority at the level of the "teaching authority" of the
church.

Revealing again his pastoral concern,

church's teaching authority remains
to unity. ^
Magisterium

Kttng advocates
in

scholarly means

its

the duty of theologians

research,

that Che

the number one stumbling block

teaching activity

of m o d e m

he noted

through

to assist the

the discernment,

of whether

by

the church speaks

^For example, The Council, original German ed., 1960;
Structures of the Church, trans. Salvator Attanasio (New York,
Edinburgh, and Toronto: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1964) [hereafter
referred to as Structures 1, original German ed. , 1962; and Council
In Action, original German ed., 1963.
^Consider, for instance, the following statement: "The chief
difficulty in the way of reunion lies in the two different concepts
of the Church, and especially of the concrete organizational
structure of the Church. . . . Ultimately, all questions about the
concrete organizational structure of the Church are crystallized in
the question of ecclesiastical office. . . . The question has to be
asked about every level of ecclesiastical office (the Petrine
office, bishops, priests, deacons): what is their origin and nature?
Whence do they receive their powers? What meaning and authority do
they have in the domain of doctrine and dogma, of liturgy, of
jurisdiction?" (Kttng, The Council, pp. 128-29; emphasis his).
^"The tremendous difficulties blocking the way to a reunion
of separated Christians seem nowhere so insuperable as in the
Catholic doctrine of the infallibility of the Church, of ecumenical
councils and especially of the Pope.
It seems impossible that
Lutherans, Calvinists, Anglicans, Old Catholics and Orthodox should
ever be able to accept an infallibility of this sort" (Kttng, Council
in Action, p. 197).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

161
correctly

of

God.*-

Kung's

decision

in

favor

of

"scientific

theology"^ showed up here, a decision which he wanted to harmonize
with his regard for the principle of authority:
church

Even though in the

"theology cannot take the place of authority," neither can

th® latter be "a substitute for t h e o l o g y , r e m a r k e d he.
Kung's views on the role of theology in the understanding
and definition of Christian truth were at odds with

the official

position of the Catholic Church and with the views of several of his
colleagues'1 and superiors
cally in doctrinal matters.

regarding

religious

authority,

specifi

While, for instance, Vatican II states

that the teaching of the bishops in communion with the Roman Pontiff
alone is authoritative for the Catholic believer,^ Kung holds that

^-KUng, Freedom Today, p. 82
KQng*s Theoloee und Kirche [1964]).

(German original

included

in

^KUng, "On Being a Christian Theologian," p. 12.
^Freedom Today, p. 82.
^When the Vatican announced the withdrawal of Kung's missio
canonica on December 18, 1979, the twelve professors of the Catholic
Faculty of Theology at the University of Tubingen unanimously
expressed their support of Kang, pointing out the danger that action
involved for the freedom of theological research.
On February 5,
1980, however, seven of these eleven colleagues issued a declaration
maintaining that any professor without a canonical mission should
not remain on a Roman Catholic faculty.
They felt that their
support of KOng could not go beyond this point without putting them
in confrontation with the church's authority (see Norbert Greinacher
and Herbert Haag, eds., Per Fall KUng: Eine Dokumentation [Munich:
Piper Verlag, 1980], pp. 235-44; see also John J. Carey, "Hans Kang
and Tubingen: Compromise and Aftermath," ChrCent 97 [1980]:791-96).
5In the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen gentium),
art. 25 (see Abbott, Docs, of Vatican II. pp. 47-48): "In matters of
faith and morals, the bishops speak in the name of Christ and the
faithful are to accept their teaching and adhere to it with a
religious assent of soul."
When Infallible? was questioned by the
CDF in 1971, the Congregation observed that "the Constitution Lumen
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even

though

authority,^

theology
its

is

criticism

not

and

should

consisting

in

never

be

set

"measuring,

against

testing,

and

correcting the way the Church speaks of God by the standard of the
original

message

in

Scripture,

che

Uord

of

God

itself,"2

is

indispensable.
Though the issue of the relationship between the Magisterium
and theologians
one

incident

is discussed below

deserves

mention

at

from a different perspective,
this

point

since

it

touches

directly upon the matter of the teaching authority of the church and
the role of theologians.

On March 30,

1974, the Congregation for

the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF) sent a letter to KOng in which it
stated that no Catholic theologian could deny or doubt a dogma of
faith^

defined

by

the

Magisterium,

not

even

in

the

name

of

Gentium credits the authentic Magisterium to no one except the
Bishopa and the Supreme Pontiff (25)" (see Kting in Conflict, p. 65).
^-KOng further explains that "Theology has constantly the
huge and difficult task of sifting, testing, examining, discerning.
This discerning activity on the part of theology is not
directed against authority; what it wants is to help authority in
its task with the tools of theological science.
Theology cannot
take the place of authority in the Church; history proves this. But
neither, on the other hand, can authority be a substitute for
theology; history proves this, too" (Freedom Today, p. 82).
2Ibid.
^For my analysis of teaching authority in the context of
Kung's view on the role of the Magisterium, see below, pp. 224-28.
^The notion of "dogma of faith” needs to be clearly
understood.
From a Roman Catholic perspective,
dogma is a
proposition which is the object of fides divina et catholica. i.e.,
one which the church explicitly propounds as revealed by God in such
a way that its denial is condemned by the church as heresy.
To be
considered as dogma, a particular teaching must be clearly and
explicitly defined as such by the Magisterium.
In other words, a
doctrine or belief held by the Catholic Church becomes "dogma" only
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theological freedom.^
your answers,

The Congregation Informed Kung that "In all

the level of dogma seems to be totally nonexistent."

Its letter pointedly observes that, for Kung, it all goes as if the
doctrines

he

advocates

"were

all

material

for

free

theological

discussion and did not touch upon any truth binding on a believing
Catholic."2
One should indeed keep in mind that, according to Catholic
canon law,

the

"denial or doubt of a dogma of faith” is heresy.3

The mention of heresy,
letter

to KOng.

however,

Instead,

is carefully avoided in the CDF's

it states

that "no Catholic

theologian

maintains that . . . che denial or doubting of a dogma of faith is

when it is defined as such by papal or conciliar pronouncement (see
K. Rahner, "Dogma--Theological Meaning," SH [1968], 2:96; cf. above,
p. 81, n. 4.
See also Denz. 1792; and CCL.1983. can. 750; cf. CCL.
1963, can. 1323, # 1 and # 2).
For a contrast between the Catholic
and some Protestants' view on "dogma," see above, p. 93, n. 2.
^■For the complete text of the CDF's letter, see KOng
Dialogue. pp. 78-84.
On pp. 82-83 the document states: "The
Catholic theologian is certainly permitted to raise a question which
touches on a truth of faith and then, Co seek an explanation.
But,
even if he should not promptly find a rational justification of this
truth, the Catholic theologian may not call in question the truth of
faith itself or deny it.
As long as he is a Catholic, no Catholic
theologian maintains that,
in the name of theology, the denial or
the doubting
of a dogma of faith is admissible. .. . You appeal to
the freedom of theologians.
However, the Congregation must remind
you of the highest principle that presides over the exercise of this
freedom: Both the teaching office and the theologians are in the
service of revealed truth.
Therefore, a believing Catholic is not
free to deny a revealed truth in the name of theological freedom.
Besides, theologians are accountable also to the ecclesial community
and to ecclesial authority to which Christ himself has entrusted the
task to teach and protect revealed truth (Lumen Gentium. 25; Abbott,
47-50; Dei Verbum. 10; Abbott 117-118)." Emphasis is in the original.
2See

KOng Dialogue,p. 83.

3See

CCL. 1963. can. 1325, #2; cf. £CL,1983, can. 751.
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admissible."3points

out

It must be observed

that at

the bottom

also

that

the CDF's

document

of che controversy with the Swiss

theologian is the issue of teaching authority.

In this context, the

Congregation reveals its concern by asking Kung "whether you still
acknowledge

that

there

is

in

the

Church

a

doctrinal

authority

superior to your own."^
Later the same year,

the issue of authority and the role of

theology were raised by Joseph Cardinal Hdffner in a letter to Kung
dated December
question,

23,

1974.

The

cardinal

asked

the very

pertinent

"Do the latest developments in theology and society have

the authority required to change the faith of the Church?"3
enumerating

several

doctrines

questioned

by

modem

After

theology,

Cardinal H6ffner underlined that a few theologians are not merely
formulating these doctrines differently, in fact "they say different
things."

He

then asked a question crucial

for our dissertation:

"Who decides who is right? The stronger arguments? Both sides claim
to have the stronger arguments."

Cardinal Hdffner ended his letter

confronting KOng directly with this statement:
asking is this:

"The question I am

By what authority do you profess your opinions?"4

KOng's answer to this question came promptly in a letter he
sent to the cardinal on January 10, 1975.

In essence, he claims to

3I return to this matter later when further attention is
given to the official Roman Catholic position on heresy (see below,
pp. 237-38ff.).
^See Kang Dialogue, p. 83.
3See the text of this letter in Kung Dialogue, pp. 90-91.
4Ibid., p. 91.
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base his views on che Word of God, as the Magisterium ought to do,
too.l

One can hardly wonder,

Catholics,

regarded Kung

as

therefore,
a

that many, not only Roman

Protestant,

even a

"new Luther.

From a Roman Catholic perspective, John J. Hughes notes chat "Kung's
view of doctrinal authority in the Church appears to be, at bottom,
that of countless Anglican and Protestant theologians."-^
It should be noted that Kung does not deny che legitimacy or
importance of the teaching authority of the church.

What he wants

to underline is that the Magisterium's authority should remain,
practice as well as in its official statements,4 under the

in

final

authority of God's word.

Kung's critique of Catholic author
ity in historical context: The
earlv years up to 1962
We

noticed

earlier^

that

Kung's

preoccupation

with

the

reunion of the Christian churches was evident already in the years
of his priestly formation.

Likewise,

the selection of the subject

^-Wrote Kung: "You asked me: By what authority do you profess
your opinions? My reply would have to be: By the authority of the
Word of God which I, as a theologian, must serve. Whether I do this
correctly, is, of course, an open question.
However, the repre
sentatives of the Magisterium should in turn argue on the basis of
the Word of God, instead of merely decreeing again what has been
handed down" (see Kung Dialogue, pp 91-92).
^Kiwiet, Hans Kung. p. 12.
■*John Jay Hughes,
(1980):379.
^Vatican II states
word of God but serves it.

"Hans Kilng and the Magisterium,"

that

the Magisterium

T3. 41

is not above

^See above, pp. 122-23.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

the

166
matter

of

his

Justification

doctoral
[1957]),

dissertation

(his

responds to the

first

published

same concern.

book.

Two

years

later, while still engaged in pastoral work as assistant priest at
the

Hofkirche

forefront
preached

in
on

in
a

Lucerne,

sermon

Sunday,

on

Kdng's

concern

thereunion

January

18--one

of

was

brought

Christianity

week before

to

the

which

he

Pope John XXIII

announced his intention to call a general council to prepare the way
to the reunion of the separated Christians.^

The following day, at

the suggestion of Karl Barth, he lectured at the University of Basel
on the Calvinist theme of the Ecclesia semper reformanda.^
During

the

years

of

preparation

for

the

Second

Vatican

Council, ^ Kung published two books,

both relevant for the study of

his concept of religious authority.

The Council. Reform and Reunion

was published in 1960^ and Structures of the Church, in 1962.^

He

also gave several lectures in Europe dealing with the significance
of that synod,

some of which provided the material for chapters I

^■The Second Vatican Council was announced by Pope John XXIII
on January 25, 1959.
^For Kung's own account of these events, see the paperback
edition of The Council. Reform and Reunion (New York: Image Books,
Doubleday, 1965), pp. 5-8. Reprinted in W&W. pp. 51-54.
■*The first session of the Council opened almost four years
after the initial announcement, on October 11, 1962.
^German original, Konzil und Wiedervereinigung: Emeuerung
als Ruf in die Elnhelt (Vienna, Fribourg, and Basle: Herder, 1960).
^The German original was published in 1962: Strukturen der
Kirche (Fribourg, Basle, and Vienna: Herder).
Since both this book
and his That the World May Believe have a Foreword signed by Kung at
TObingen on May, 1962, either of them may be considered his third or
fourth published work.
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and II of The C o u n c i l These lectures were given in the beginning
years

of

Faculty

his

of

academic

Theology

at

career,

after

first joining

the University of Munster

the

Catholic

(1959-60),

and

later (since 1960) when he joined the Catholic Faculty of Theology
at the University of TObingen.
Before

the

opening

of

the

first

session

of

Vatican

II

(1962) , XCng cnvisic---.-1. with no derate optimism che possibility for a
renewal and true reform within his church which could contribute to
create

the necessary conditions

this optimism.^

for reunion.

The Council reveals

Addressing such Issues as "The Ecumenical Task of

the Church," "The Permanent Necessity of Renewal in the Church," and
"The

Ecumenical

Council

and

Reunion,the

book

was

considered

"probably the most important" of the several works written abouc and
preparatory to the Second Vatican Council.4

^As indicated above (p. 159, n. 1), this is my
referring to Kvlng's volume The Council. Reform and Reunion.

way

of

^See, for instance, pp. 148-58ff., where Kung notes that
regarding Christian unity "the general atmosphere has changed
decisively since the First World War" (p. 150), and "it is precisely
among leading theologians that there is a great readiness for
understanding" (p. 151).
So he expresses the hope that "the next
Council will be meeting in a completely different atmosphere from
that of the Vatican Council" (p. 156).
He remarks that "this
Council does not have negative objects in view . . . but--according
to the intention of John XXIII--the positive task of renewing the
Church with the goal of reunion in view" (ibid.).
^Respectively, chapters 1, 2, and 5.
4See, for instance, the reviews of The Council. Reform and
Reunion, by James L. Garrett in RevExp 60 (1963): 441-43; and F. E.
P. S. Langton, "Rome and Reunion," ChOR 163 (1962):392-93.
From a
Roman Catholic perspective, Avery Dulles commented that, in his
judgment, out of the several books published after Pope John XXIII
announced his intention to convoke a general council, none "is more
worthy of attention" (Avery Dulles, review of The Council. Reform
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Though

it has

an

Inrorimi

Potest, as

well

as

letters

of

recommendation from Cardinal Lienart of Lille and Cardinal Kdnig of
Vienna,*- and while receiving in general an "enthusiastic response
from the Catholic periodical p r e s s , the book aroused some negative
reactions

from

both

Catholic

and

Protestant

reviewers.

After

pointing out a number of what he regards as serious shortcomings in
Kung's book,

Professor Joseph C. Fenton of The Catholic University

of America,

for instance, concluded that the book is not worth much

attention,

save

for

the

necessity

of

denouncing

its

author's

insufficient understanding of Catholic theology.-*
At the same time, and from a Protestant perspective, Rudolf
J. Ehrlich observed that Kung's volume proposes a reunion which is

and Reunion, in America 106 [1962]:861).
^-Before its publication, however, the book was strongly
objected to by Julius Cardinal Dfipfner, later President of the
Conference of German Bishops. It was also questioned by Professor
(later Cardinal) Hermann Volk, considered by Kung as one of three
persons responsible for his opting for the academic career.
^Joseph Clifford Fenton, "The Council and Father Kting," AmER
147 (1962):178.
*Fenton writes in his review of King's book: "Too much space
has already been given to The Council. Reform and Reunion.
In
itself the book does not merit such detailed discussion.
Ve have
treated of it at some length here only because it has been given
wide publicity, and because there is a danger that gullible young
students may be influenced to imagine that this represents some new
trend in Catholic theological scholarship. . . . Many of the men who
have read this book have found it filled with what can best be
described as "a vague, undefined discontent" with the Catholic
Church, its doctrines, and its activities. . . . Father Kung has
written to make people think that almost everything within the
Church must be changed in order to bring about the kind of reunion
he desires.
He has definitely shown us one factor which definitely
demands improvement.
That is his own grasp or understanding of the
theology of the Church" (ibid., pp. 198-99).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

169
coo Roman Catholic.

Writes he:

"Kung is a Roman Catholic passion

ately convinced that his Church is the one, holy, Catholic Church.
In

consequence,

Ehrlich

notes,

for

the

Swiss

theologian

the

prerequisite of all true reform is obedience to the Magisterium of
the Church and to the Pope.^
When contrasted with Fenton's,

Ehrlich's evaluation of The

Council reveals the mediating position of Kting.
some

as

too

Roman

Catholic enough.

Catholic,

others

consider

While he is seen by
him

as

not

Roman

This seems to have been Kung's fate throughout his

career.
The opening of the council in 1962 found KQng, who had been
appointed peritus by Pope John XXIII,

engaged in dialogue with his

Protestant colleagues of the University of Tubingen, notably Ernst
KAsemann, a disciple of Rudolf Bultmann, and Hermann Diem, disciple
of Barth,^ at a time when he himself was showing great interest in
the historical-critical method of biblical exegesis.4

^■Rudolf J.
Ehrlich,
"Review
einieung." in Sill 15 (1962): 207.

of

konzil

und

Wlederver-

^Ibid. , p. 208.
To make his point he quotes the German
original of K&ng's The Council (Konzil. p. 75): "Faithfulness to the
Gospel means also faithfulness to the Church which proclaims this
Gospel to us. . . . Church renewal ought not to be revolution, ought
not to lead away from but more deeply into, the Church.
Therefore
renewal ought to be achieved in genuine, faithful, honest and free
obedience to the government of the Church (Kirchenleitung) which
ought to feed the sheep and through whose voice the voice of the
Lord is heard" (Ehrlich, "Review," Sill 15 [1962]:207-208).
■j

JSee Kung, Council in Action, p. 161.
4See "Interview," p. 156-57.
Kung's interest in the
historical-critical methods of biblical exegesis was to become a
fact of major importance in his career.
Granted, he had developed
both an ecumenical spirit and a critical attitude toward the
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In his volume Structures. Kttng criticizes more specifically
and questions more openly the Roman Catholic model of ecclesiastical
authority.
Inaugural

He
lecture

remarks
at

that

Tttbingen

this
in

book,

1960

on

which
the

arose

theology

council,^ contains "a vast amount of historical research."

from his
of

the

At that

time and under the influence of the just announced convocation of
the council, encouraged by his Church History colleague Karl-August
Fink,

Kttng started a careful study of the whole

tion.^
only

tradi

The investigation revealed something that he had recognized

instinctively

provided

conciliar

before,

"the opposite pole"

i.e.,

that

the

Council

of

Constance^

in the history of the church to the

First Vatican Council which established as doctrines cf the Church,
in 1870,

"the supremacy of the Pope over the council and the Pope's

infallibility in matters of faith and morals."^

Published exactly

one month before the solemn opening of the Second Vatican Council,^

leadership of his church years earlier, as we have underlined,
nevertheless, and as we also pointed out, the influence of Tttbingen
upon this attitude, in particular the influence of an exegesis
following historical-critical lines upon his dogmatic conclusions,
are to be considered a decisive turning point in Kvlng's theological
development.
^-See "Interview," p. 159.
^Swidler, Kttng in Conflict, p. 4.
^For a brief
above, pp. 71-72.

reference

to

the Council

of Constance,

see

4 See Kttng's statement in Hdring and Kuschel, "Interview," p.
159.
^See Thomas F. Keane, "Review of Strukturen der Kirche." in
Worldmission (Winter 1962-63):125.
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and not without strong objections on the part of Karl Rahner,

the

book contained several ideas which were to be more fully discussed
in later works like Council in Action (1963), The Church (1967), and
Infallible? (1970).
While in The Council Kung addressed the issue of the active
participation of the bishops together with the Pope in the decisions
concerning

the

life,

doctrines,

Structures

the

issues were

and policies

of

the

laity

(Chapter

5),

and infallibility (Chapter 8) .
for

of the

The volume deals also with the
of ecclesiastical office

apostolic succession (Chapter 6), of

larly relevant

the church,^ in

addressed from the perspective

conciliar tradition (Chapters 1-4).
role

of

the Petrine Office (Chapter 7),

This is

why Structures

is particu

the analysis of Kung's position regarding

antithesis of orthodoxy-heresy.

and

the

It deals, sometimes in depth, with

several of the components of classical orthodoxy, namely, the issues
of apostolic authority and succession, the normativity of the Canon
and

of

the

pronouncements

of

the

Magisterium,

and

with

the

theological issues of the unity and catholicity of the church and
its doctrine, and doctrinal Infallibility as well.
In sum,

during the early years of Kung's literary produc

tion, up to 1962, his growing critique of the Roman Catholic model

^See W&W. p. 16.
Dedicated by Kdng precisely to Karl
Rahner, the book was published in the series "Quaestiones disputatae" edited by Rahner himself.
(About the origin of this series,
see Herbert Vorgrimler, Understanding Karl Rahner; An Introduction
to His Life and Thought, trans. John Bowden [New York: Crossroad,
1986] , pp. 80ff.).
^KCing, The Council, pp. 159ff.
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of religious authority was prompted by his interest in contributing
to the creation of an atmosphere favorable to a fruitful ecumenial
dialogue.
was

so

Kung's concern about "the unification of all Christians"

essential

that one can find it reflected not only

books he wrote prior to the opening of the council,
Structures

and May Believe.^ but also

in Council

in the

particularly

in Action^ and

others after it.

Kung's critique of Catholic author
ity at the time of Vatican II
ar><j a f f p r

The

period

comprised

between

1962

and

1970

is

most

significant in Kung's career.

It is full of both happy and bitter

moments

at

for

him.

transcended

the

directorship

He

became

theological

of

the

newly

that

also

a

popular

community.

In 1963,

established

Institute

Research at the University of Tubingen,
same year,

time

figure who

he accepted the
for

Ecumenical

and was cofounder,

in the

of the international theological journal Concilium.

participated

in lecture

tours and symposia

in Europe,

He

North

^Also published in 1962, the work was evaluated as a
"splendid book, both instructive and inspirational," that would be
of special interest to those among the Catholics "whc are in close
contact with persons of other faiths" (Vincent de Paul Hayes,
America 108 [1963]:446).
^See above, p. 159, n. 1. The German original is Kirche im
Konzil (Fribourg, Basle, and Vienna: Herder, 1963).
The book has
been published in the U.K. as The Living Church (London: Sheed and
Ward, 1963) , and as The Changing Church (London: Sheed and Uard,
1965). The Preface was signed at Tttbingen in December 1962.
During the first session of Vatican II, Kttng lectured in
Rome to "numerous meetings of bishops . . . , in pontifical colleges
and houses of orders, in press conferences and broadcasts" (see
Kttng, Council in Action, p. v ) . These conferences are collected in
the referred volume.
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America,

the Near East,

degrees.

He

media,^ and,

appeared

criticizing

papal

pronouncements

in

che

in addition to the works already mentioned, published

several other books.^
admonitions

and India,^ receiving honorary awards and

from

Roman

During the same period,
Catholic

authorities,^

Kttng suffered some
as

well

as

the

^-For a chronological sketch of the events described here,
see W&W. pp. 20-25.
^Kttng publicly
raised
objections
to
Pope
Paul
Vi's
encyclicals on priestly celibacy, Sacerdotalis caelibatus (June 24,
1967),
and on the moral principles
governing human procreation,
Humflnae vitae (July 25, 1968).
Foran English translation of these
documents, see PopeSp 12 (1967):291-319; and 13 (1969):329-46. Kttng
also objected to the papal motu proorio apostolic letter on mixed
marriages (March 31, 1970).
For an English translation of this
document, see PooeSp 15 (1970):134-39.
^Kttng, Freedom in the World: Sir Thomas More (London: Sheed
and Ward, 1965), published also in Kttng, Freedom Today (New York:
Sheed and Vard, 1966), as chapter I, pp. 1-31 (German original,
Freiheit In der Welt: Sir Thomas More. Theologische Meditationen 1
[Einsiedeln: Benziger Verlag, 1964]); Kttng, The Theologian and the
Church (London: Sheed and Vard, 1965), also included as chapter III
of Freedom Today, pp. 65-108 (German original, Theoloee und Klrche.
Theologische Meditationen 3 [Einsiedeln: Benziger Verlag, 1964]);
Kttng, The Church and Freedom (London: Sheed and Ward 1965) , also
included in Freedom Today as chapter II, pp. 33-64 (German original,
Kirche
in
Freiheit. Theologische
Meditationen
6
[Einsiedeln:
Benziger Verlag, 1964]); Kttng, Christenheit als Minderheit. Die
Kirche
unter den Weltreligionen. Theologische Meditationen 12
(Einsiedeln: Benziger Verlag, 1965), Eng. trans. in Freedom Today.
pp. 109-61; Kttng, Gott und das Leid. Theologische Meditationen 18
(Einsiedeln, Zurich, and Cologne: Benziger Verlag, 1967); Kttng,
Menschwerdung Gottes (1970); and Kttng, Was ist Kirche? (Fribourg,
Basle, and Vienna: Herder, 1970).
^In 1965, Kttng received a warning from Cardinal Ottaviani at
the Holy Office because of his negative assessment on the achieve
ments of the council (see W&W. p. 23).
He also received a letter,
dated April 30, 1968, from the Holy Office (renamed the Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith in 1967) summoning him to the Vatican
for a discussion on his book The Church.
For the text of this
letter and subsequent correspondence between Kttng and church
authorities, see Kttng Dialogue. pp. 19-20ff.
In addition, on
February 8, 1971,
the Conference
'f German Bishops issued a
statement against Infallible? (see the text in Kttng Dialogue, pp.
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prohibition by a decree of the Holy Office in 1967 to publish and
translate The Church until a discussion had been held in Rome.*From the mid sixties onward, Kung's questioning of the Roman
Catholic

model

radical.

Two major factors seem to have played a decisive role in

this

of

development.

ecclesiastical

The

authority

first is his

turned

increasingly

increasing acquaintance with

Protestant theology and its historical-critical-exegetical approach,
which had taken place in Tttbingen starting in 1962.

Secondly, the

shift

first session

in the mood of

the council

itself after its

(1962) must be regarded as of no little significance.
The latter factor needs a word of comment at this juncture.
Up to the first session of the Second Vatican Council, Kung could
only be satisfied with the pace of the aggioraamento.

His previous

book abouc the upcoming general synod, The Council, had proved to be

40-41).
Four days later the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith sent a letter to Kttng questioning the absence of Imprimatur in
the same book and admonishing him for publicly urging people to
"disobey legitimate authorities, as for example in the question of
mixed marriages" (see Kttng Dialogue. p. 42).
^Still, the book continued to be translated and published in
several languages.
Though Hans Kttng's dossier 399/57/i was started
by the Index Department of the Holy Office soon after the publica
tion of Justification (1957), the real controversy between the Swiss
theologian and the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith [CDF]
started in 1968 when the CDF invited Kttng to the Vatican to discuss
his book The Church (see Kttng in Conflict, pp. lOff).
Two points
were regarded as of particular importance, namely, the unity of the
church and the necessity of the sacrament of orders for a valid
celebration of the Eucharist.
The CDF had difficulties with Kttng's
notion that "the Church of Christ . . . consists of all the Churches
and ecclesial communities," and with his conjecture chat "in
abnormal cases the Eucharist may be consecrated by baptized persons
without sacerdotal ordination" (see Kttng In Conflict, pp. 44-45).
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"an amazingly accurate prophecy of the spirit of Vatican I I . K u n g
made public the satisfaction that the results of the first session
of the Council originated in him in a letter he wrote to Father Van
Ackeren on May 8,
1963)

before

however, was

the

1963. ^
opening

to change

council in progress.
tion,^

had

council.
during

The death of Pope John XXIII
of

che

second

session

of

(June 3,

Vatican

II,

the state of affairs for both Kung and the
John XXIII,

appointed him

an

for whom Kung had great admira

official

theological

adviser

to

the

Conversely, under Pope Paul VI the Holy Office (in 1963,
che

second

session

of

Vatican

II)

started

doctrinal

^Comment on the jacket of Council in Action, published by
Sheed and Ward of New York, in 1963. As for his volume The Council.
Kung remarks that the developments of the Second Vatican Council
"have stamped it as 'prophetic'" (Kung, "Looking Back," W&W. p. 53).
^The letter of KQng was published as an editorial under the
title "Father Kdng's Reflections on the Council," in Theology Digest
11 (1963):65:
"The results of the first session of the Second Vatican Council
have far exceeded my expectations. The pope and bishops have done a
wonderful work.
The most important positive results of the first
session seem to me to be the following:
1. the new consciousness of the Church as the living and free
community of the faithful, of which the ecumenical council is a
representation;
2. the opening of the whole Catholic Church toward the unification
of all Christians;
3. concentration on the pastoral renewal of the Church rather than
on the shutting of doors in matters of doctrine;
4. the decisions on the basic norms for liturgical reform;
5. the decision to reorganize the whole work of the council, which
guarantees a better preparation for the second session.
What do we need for the second session? Watchfulness, boldness,
clear-sightedness, endurance, strength, and prayer."
^See KQng, "Looking Back," in W&W. p. 51-52: "I owe an
inexpressible debt of gratitude to John XXIII, a true 'man of God'
to so many inside and outside the Catholic Church. . . . More than
almost any Pope before him, he gave new meaning to the Gospel of
Jesus Christ. . . . It is due to him that this book fThe Council.
Reform and Reunion) had a future."
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proceedings against Kung's Structures.^
were halted,

thanks to the influence of Augustin Cardinal Bea who

was put in charge of the proceedings.^
some

regarded

council,

The investigative sessions

as

the

subsequent

These facts, as well as what

stagnation

of

progress

of

the

cannot be overlooked in analyzing the evolution of Kung's

concept of religious authority.

Disappointed by the way the council

was

to

developing,

Kung

returned

Tubingen

earlier

than

planned

during its third session (September 14-November 21, 1964).

Though

not without hope of further progress and while acknowledging that
many doors had been opened for the first time, he expressed some
negative

judgments

periodical,

on

that

translated later

session

in

an

article

into English as

for

a

German

"The Council--End or

B e g i n n i n g ? H i s negative assessment is capsulized in the following
statement:

"The observer who evaluates the Council from within the

Catholic Church will find sufficient grounds for good cheer, the one
who evaluates from the ecumenical viewpoint, for dejection."4

^The controversial nature of this book led the Catholic
University of America, in Washington, D.C., to ban Kilng from
lecturing there during his first lecture tour in the U.S.A., which
took place in March and April, 1963 (see W&W. pp. 18, 19).

159-60.

^See Kung's own account of the facts in "Interview,"
Cf. Swidler, Kflng in Conflict, pp. 4-5.

pp.

^Published in The Commonweal 81 (1965):631-37 . The original
German edition, "Das Konzil--Ende oder Anfang? Eine Bilanz am Ende
der dritten Sitzungsperiode des Zweiten Vatikanums," was first
published in Frankfurter Alleemeine Zeitune. 18-19 Nov., 1964,
revised and expanded in Clvitas 21 (1965) :188-99 , and other periodicals.
4Kung,
(1963):633.

"The Council--End or Beginning?," The Commonweal 81
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The
heresy,

critical

views

regarding

ecclesiastical

authority,

and related issues expounded later in his book The Church

(1967),^ should be seen against the background of what was happening
during

the development of Vatican II.

Further objections

to the

Catholic model of teaching authority would appear in Truthfulness
(1968),^

and

especially

in

Infallible?

(1970), 3

which

aroused

numerous negative reactions and widespread theological discussion.^
The controversy which started at the time of the publication of The
Church was to increase in intensity after Infallible? was published
in 1970.
later,
writing
volume

Things would not improve for KCtng.

1979 would prove
the
How

Pope

than a decade

the decisive year in the Kung case. After

introduction
the

Less

to

August

Bernhard

Hasler's

Became Infallible?3 and publishing,

polemical
the same

^-On which KOng started to work in 1963 (see W & W . p. 18).
^German original, Wahrhaftiekeit.
Zur Zukunft der Kirche.
Kleine dkumenische Schriften 1 (Fribourg: Herder, 1968).
3Unfehlbar? Eine Anfrage (Zurich: Benziger Verlag, 1970).
4In reaction to King's Infallible?. Karl Rahner edited a
series of negative analyses in Zum Problem Unfehlbarkeit. Antworten
auf die Anfrage von Hans King (Fribourg, Basle, and Vienna: Herder,
1971), 376 pp.
Among King's critics, besides Rahner, were Juan
Alfaro,
Yves
Congar,
Heinrich
Fries,
Joseph
Ratzinger,
Leo
Scheffczyk, Rudolf Schnackenburg, and Herbert Vorgrimler.
Kung
answered with a massive volume (525 pages) of essays written by
theologians who defended his position: Hans King, ed., Fehlbar? Eine
Bllanz (Zurich, Einsiedeln, Cologne: Benziger Verlag, 1973).
In the
North American milieu another important symposium on the issue was
published: Gregory Baum et al. , The Infallibility Debate, ed. John
J. Kirvan (New York, Paramus, and Toronto: Paulist Press, 1971).
In
addition, innumerable articles and reviews in theological journals
and magazines, both in Europe and America, participated in the
theological debate sparked by Ktlng's work.

wurde:

^German original, A. B. Hasler, Wle der Papst unfehlbar
Macht und Ohnmacht eines Dogmas (Munich: R. Piper & Co.
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year, his brief "theological meditation," The Church--Maintained in
Truth. Kung's canonical mission was withdrawn by the Vatican shortly
before Christinas, taking him totally by surprise.
In conclusion,

even though Rung recognizes the validity of

che principle of authority in the church, his writings reflect his
awareness
truth

of the

that

fact that today "there

car. evade

the

critical

is no longer any eternal

judgment

of

reason

by

appeal

merely to the authority of Bible, tradition or Church.”^
Let us,

at this point,

further explore Kung's position on

doctrinal authority by addressing his concept of revelation

and his

views on

revela

the norms of classical orthodoxy related to the

tional criterion, namely, the apostolic teachings and the NT Canon.

Revelation as a Criterion of Orthodoxy
An analysis of KOng's writings reveals that he has not dealt
at length with the doctrine of revelation nor with the relationship
existing

between

his

own view

of revelation and

revelational criterion of orthodoxy.
briefly

and

in passing,
the

the

traditional

When Kung refers to the issue,

his attention concentrates mostly on che

question

of

inspiration of the

biblical

writers.^

In

this

context,

his main interest is to underline the inappropriateness of

the verbal theory (or "dictation" theory) of inspiration and, as a

Verlag, 1979).
Kung's Introduction, "The Infallibility
Where Are We Now?," is dated Tubingen, February 1979.

Debate:

^■Kdng, Eternal Life? , p . 6 .
^See, for instance, The Church. pp. 35-46; Infallible?. pp.
209-21; Christian, pp. 263-68; KQng et al., World Religions, pp. SO
BS; Theologie im Aufbruch. pp. 76-78.
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corollary,

che human frailty and capacity for error of the authors

of the biblical writings.^
As

for

revelation

Christian religion derives

itself,

i.e. ,

the

doctrine

its fundamental beliefs

that

the

from God's own

testimony, Kung subscribes to the view that God did manifest himself
to

the human

race.

God has

spoken.^

whether but the mode of revelation,

Ic

is

therefore not

the manner in which,

according

to Kiing, divine revelation occurs which retains our attention.
issue

is

of

fundamental

importance

since

it

bears

che

upon

This
Kung's

understanding of Che nature of Che canonical Scriptures and, hence,
upon

the

hermeneutical

principles

he

uses

in

his

search

for

Christian truth.
Kung's

most

explicit

statement

of

his

position

on

this

matter is found in an article entitled "Toward a New Consensus in
Catholic

(and

Ecumenical)

Theology."3

Here,

he

affirms

his

"fundamental hermeneutical agreement" with the principles expressed
by Edward Schillebeeckx.
theology

and

that

of

This comparison made by Kang of his own
Schillebeeckx,

though

fashion but only in their main features,"
our purposes.

"not

in

a

detailed

is most appropriate for

A

^-See Infallible?. pp. 210, 213; Christian, p. 464;
Relleions. pp. 31, 32; Theologie 1m Aufbruch. pp. 77, 78.

World

^In this sense, Kang cannot be counted with the proponents
of the extreme liberal position that sees Christianity as a step in
the evolution of religion, which is in turn regarded as a merely
human phenomenon.
3See Swidler, ed., Consensus in Theology?. pp. 1-17.
4See Kung, "New Consensus," pp. 4, 3; emphasis his.

As Kang
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We

should

notice,

first,

that

for

Kdng

contemporary

theology, "the only theology . . . that could survive the future,"^
can draw upon two sources.

These are "God's revelational address in

che history of Israel and the history of Jesus" and "the contempo
rary human

experiences

of Christians

and non-Christians."2

What

interests us at this point is that God's revelation is recognized by
Kung not only as a source of theological knowledge but, in fact, as
"the first 'source,' pole, and standard of Christian theology."3

As

we

of

noticed

earlier,

a

return

to

the

sources,

a

"theology

Christian origins and center enunciated within the horizon of the
contemporary world," is deemed by Kilng as the only legitimate way of
doing theology in today's world.^
Not

only does Kung believe

in divine revelation,

he also

agrees with Schillebeeckx chat this revelation "does not originate
in subjective human experience and reflection."

Human experience,

though deemed by him a source or pole of Christian theology, is not
to be identified with revelation.

The origin of revelation is not

at the level of human experience but at the level of the divine.

himself observes, his theological and hermeneutical principles are
also expounded and applied in two of his major books, namely, On
Being a Christian and Does God Exist? ("New Consensus," pp. 3-4).
^■"New Consensus," p. 2.
2Ibid., pp. 4, 5, 11.
3Ibid., p. 5.
^Ibid., p. 3.
As noted in several places throughout this
dissertation, in Kung's view all Christian theological reflection
must be rooted on the normativity of the original witness to the
gospel, namely, on the apostolic proclamation as recorded in the
canonical Scriptures.
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"God's revelation is not a human product or project," remarks Kung,
who adds, "Human experience is not the ground of God's revelation.n“
In the phenomenon of revelation it is not man who speaks but God.
Still,
the

prophets

"God speaks through humans."2
and

sacred writers

While this means that

are human beings,

it especially

denotes that as inspired authors the biblical writers cannot "appear
as unhistorical-phantom beings through whom the Holy Spirit effects
everything directly."-*

Kdng holds

that inspiration does not mean

"the exclusion, repression, or replacement of the human activity of
the

hagiograph«rs."

God

takes

a

human

author

with

all

his

weaknesses and failures "and still achieves his aim of teaching man
the

'truth'

seriously

of

revelation."^

Thus,

in

addition

to

his

taking

the human dimension in the phenomenon of revelation,

we

may conclude that for KOng the latter implies the communication of
teachings or truths.^
Looking at the issue from another perspective,

we may note

that Ktlng's rejection of the two-tier conception of the structure of
reality is consistent with his opinion that "Divine revelation and

^"Hew Consensus," p. 5.
2Ibid.
*Kdng, Infallible?. n. 209.
"While Palestinian Judaism did
indeed see God himself at work in the biblical authors, but took
seriously their human and historical peculiarities,
. . .
in
Hellenistic Judaism (especially Philo) an attempt was made to
exclude these peculiarities," observes Kdng (Infallible?. p. 211).
4Ibid., pp. 213, 214; cf. Christian, pp. 461-66, on inspira
tion; and ibid., pp. 466-68, on the Scriptures as the word of God.
^In this sense, he cannot be considered as clinging to the
"encounter theory" of revelation.
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human experience
share

in

the

are not

one

and

simply antithetical."^
same

reality,

God's

If God and man

revelation

must

be

necessarily given in the frame of that reality, a part of which is
directly accessible to man.
his

"teaching man

experience."

the

On the other hand, God's revelation,

truth,"is

only accessible

through human

This means that for Kung (and Schillebeeckx) "there is
*5

no revelation outside human experience."J
This
existence

view

of

an

is

not

to be

objective

interpreted

reality

beyond

as

a denial

human

of

the

experience

or

perception.

What it underlines is that revelation is a relational

phenomenon;

that when God reveals, he not only reveals himself or

some truths about himself, but he reveals to somebody.

In this way

Kung can assert that Jesus of Nazareth is "the definitive revelation
of God in the history of Israel," not merely because "he was such
for them (objectively)" but also because "he was so experienced by
his first disciples (subjectively)."

Thus, concludes Kung, we have

revelation coming "from above," from God, but we also have revela
tion "continually experienced,

interpreted,

verified and then made

the object of theological reflection 'from below' by humanity."4
Kung

further

specifies his

concept of

revelation when he

writes that "The human experience of revelation is not interpreted

l"New Consensus," p. 5.
i nfallible?, p. 214.
^"New Consensus," p. 5.
4Ibid.
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after the fact."*experience

The interpretive act is an "inner moment of the

itself,

at

first

unexpressed

and

known

later

upon

reflection."

This amounts to affirmation that no revelation is ever

"pure.The

things revealed and experienced cannot be experienced

out of experience.

Though tautological,

especially since Kung himself does so.

this needs some emphasis,

God obviously can formulate

a revelation by writing it down directly, as it were, without human
involvement of any sort.

In this sense, the content of the "revela

tion" (even though not revealed to anybody) could be considered as
"pure."

However,

individual's

as soon as

consciousness,

interpretation.

it enters

it is

in contact with a single

"received"

through a process of

God’s revelation "is always given from the outset

through the medium of human interpretation"-* and in human language
and categories^--to be true, tha only meaningful possibility.
Within

the bounds of the

took place during
Kung

stressed

intra-Catholic discussions which

the early years of his theological development,

the norms

related to the revelational criterion of

Christian truth over against those belonging to the category of the
ecclesiastical
length with

criterion.

the doctrine

existing between

his

Even

though he may not have

dealt at

of revelation nor with the relationship

own view

of revelation and

the

traditional

*-Ibid; emphasis supplied.
^This is KCLng's wording; see ibid.
3Ibid.
^"Language" in the sense of means of communication,
restrictedly in the sense of the speech of a particular nation.
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revelational criterion of orthodoxy, his confessed ultimate norm of
Christian truth falls within the realm of the latter criterion:
is

the

gospel

of

Jesus

Christ

as

originally

apostles and recorded in the NT Canon.

proclaimed

by

it
the

To analyze this particular

position the following two sections are devoted.

The Teaching of the Apostles as a Norm
of Orthodoxy
Kung's emphasis on the foundational and normative nature of
the proclamation and teaching of the apostles as recorded in the NT
Canon is one of his characteristic notes.
unique,

unrepeatable

character

of

the

First, he underscores the
apostolic

testimony:

the

apostles are the original witnesses of God's revelation in Christ,
the first eyewitnesses of the Lord's resurrection, and the original
bearers of the calling to proclaim the gospel.
both

the

office.

temporal

and

the

normative

Second, he stresses

precedence

On this basis, Kftng observes

of

the

apostles'

that the apostles'

teaching

constitutes "for all time" the "standard" testimony to Jesus Christ.
As

representatives

of

Christ,

the

apostles

regarded as invested with the Lord's authority.
however,

they

teaching.

are

part

of

the

are

to

preserve

and

proclamation of the gospel.
teaching

and

to

be

At the same time,

under

Christ

and his

They are not above the Church, but in the Church, where

they serve as a bond of unity.
church

church

are

role

of

the

Thus, the succeeding offices of the
interpret

the

apostolic

In other words,

post-apostolic

church

witness

and

on the one hand the
is

primarily

one

of

preservation as well as of translation of the original deposit of
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faith, not one of adding to it.
the

church

is

proclamation,

one

of

since

the

On the other, the teaching role of

interpreting
apostolic

the

teaching

foundational
is

not

to

apostolic
be

simply

repeated in a parrot-like way.^In his classic The Church (1967), Kung further addresses the
question of what it means to affirm that the church is apostolic.
His

answer

includes

two

major

elements.

First,

the

church

is

apostolic in the sense that it is founded on the apostles' original,
unrepeatable witness to Christ and on their teaching.^
church

is apostolic because

it is

Second,

the

the successor of the apostles.

The preaching of the apostles being valid till the end of time, the
church is the follower of the apostles, pursuing their mission and
task.

This

implies,

of course,

that in the apostolic ministry of

the whole church there is "an apostolic succession of obedience."^
Kting's two-fold answer to the question regarding the apostolicity of
the church raises,
"apostle"

mean?

in turn,
and

two other questions, namely, Uhat does

Uhat

is

the

significance

of

"apostolic

succession?"4
Addressing

the

first

question

and

using

the

historical-

^■This deserves further attention since it is of central
importance to the issue of orthodoxy and heresy.
The theological
issue of continuity and change in theology is involved here, as well
as the questions concerning the nature of truth as such and human
apprehension of truth.
^See The Church, pp. 443-55, especially pp. 450, 452-53, 456.
^Ibid. , pp. 455-61, especially pp. 456-57.
4Ibid., pp. 444, 456.
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critical method,^ Kung notes that the identification of the title
apostle with
church.

"the

twelve"

occurs

late

in the

development of

At the beginning, the term apostle is applied in the wider

sense of "ambassador" and "authorized messenger."
the

twelve

as

well

as

to

"messengers of the Churches"
8:23;

the

Phil 2:25).

all

missionaries

(1 Cor 12:28;

of

It can refer to
the

gospel

or

15:7; 2 Cor 11:5; 2 Cor

It was Paul in his argument with the Galatians

(Gal 1 and 2), Kung observes, who "made the notion of the apostle as
the authorized representative of Jesus Christ himself central to his
t h e o l o g y . T h e notion of apostleship "in the full Pauline sense of
the word"

was

eventually

limited

possible addition of Paul."^
of apostleship
his

lifetime

to

"the

twelve

alone,

with

the

The connection of the Christian idea

exclusively with the twelve chosen by Jesus during

obeys

to

the development of a "strictly

theological

concept.
As

to the authority of the apostolic ministry,

Kung holds

that the apostle is not "simply the messenger of a community,

but

has been appointed by Christ (Gal l:15f.; Acts 9:27; Mark 3:4 par.;
Matt 28:19)," he has been "sent and authorized by the Lord himself."
He performs his task authoritatively,

and as such he preaches

the

^•Early in this book KQng affirms that the "modern histori
cal-critical method provides the theologian of today with a
scholarly instrument for investigating the origins of the Church
which an earlier generation of theologians did not possess" (The
Church. p. 41).
2Ibid., p. 451.
•^Ibid. , pp. 451-52; cf. Bultmann, Theology. 2:105, 139.
^For this specific matter, see Kung, The Church, p. 452.
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gospel,

gathers

churches,

Che

exercises

believers
discipline

together,

founds

in the churches,

and

leads

gives

the

instruction

for ordering the life of the community, and devotes himself to the
unity of communities by means of journeys, messengers, and letters.
In accomplishing his

task and mission, however,

not act in an authoritarian manner."

the apostle "does

"He does not act in isolation

but in fellowship with all the members of the community."

In brief,

"he is not to be the lord of the Church, but its servant . . . his
apostleship is an office of service."^Addressing
sion,"

K&ng

the question as

observes

chat

the

to

"Uhat

experience

is apostolic
of

the

succes

apostles

as

witnesses of God's revelation in Christ being unique and unrepeat
able, they "can have no successors."

He points out the fact that no

further apostles were called or chosen by the church after their
death.

Still,

apostolic

the apostolic mission remains

ministry.

It

is

in

the

continuity

ministry that an "apostolic succession"

exists,

only a few individuals but the whole church.2
Kilng,

apostolic

succession must

stance, not just of history."

be

and so too does the
of

the

apostolic

which Implies not

In this sense, holds

understood

in terms

of

"sub

It is "a thing of the spirit," which

means that the authority implied in the apostolic succession is a
charisma granted by
their witness.

The

the same Spirit
link between

who

filled the

the church

of any

apostles

and

age and

the

foundational proclamation of the apostles is illustrated in two

1Ibid., pp. 452. 453, 454.
2Ibid., pp. 456-57.
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ways,

Kung notes:

The church is apostolic

(1) when it remains

in

agreement with the original witness of the apostles, and (2) when it
continues the apostolic ministry.

"Together with the apostles the

Church must serve the Lord."^-

The Canon of the New Testament as a Norm
of Orthodoxy
In the context of apostolic authority, orthodox belief, and
preaching, Kung is very much aware of the role and function of the
New

Testament

writings.

He

observes,

for

instance,

that

"the

preaching of the apostles, as it has come down to us in the writings
of

the

New Testament,

is

the original,

Jesus Christ, valid for all time."2
the

nature

and

authority

of

the

fundamental

testimony of

Let us consider Kung's view of
NT

Canon,

classical orthodoxy which developed during

that

the

second

norm

of

first centuries of

the church's history.
The understanding of the formation and role of the NT Canon
is not without its vexing problems.
contention whether

One of them has to do with the

the canonization of the NT documents is merely

the result of an arbitrary sifting made in the fourth century by the
imperial

church

selection

of

or

whether

genuinely

it

inspired

is

a

divinely

books.

second alternative maintain that just as

Those

guided
who

process

cling

to

of
the

the evangelists selected

^Ibid., pp. 457-59.
We return to the subject of Kdng's
understanding of apostolic succession when the issue of the
episcopal magisterium is discussed in the context of the continuity
of the Christian doctrine.
2Ibid., p. 456.
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and arranged their material in the Gospels on the basis of specific
theological
Christians

concerns
were

also

and

under

guided

by

inspiration,
God

to

use

similarly
their

later

theological

criterion in the formation of the Canon.
A
Testament

second

difficulty

concerns

the

related

diversity

importance

of this diversity has

garded

both

by

Catholic

and

tendency is to emphasize it.

of

to

the

its

documents.

often been

Protestant

nature

of

the

New

While

the

traditionally

orthodoxies, the

disre
current

Some scholars even present us with a

view of the NT as an awkward collection of dissimilar and contradic
tory documents.^
Within this context, how does Kdng view the Canon of the NT,
which

he

credits,

virtually

throughout

norma normans of Christian doctrine?

all his

How,

writings,

in particular,

regard the nature of the NT canon of Scriptures?

as

the

does he

And how does he

understand its role in the definition of true belief and teaching?^

^•Typical of this view is Helmut Koester's statement: "The
term canonical loses its normative relevance when the New Testament
books themselves emerge as a deliberate collection of writings
representing various divergent convictions which are not easily
reconciled with each other" (Helmut Koester, "GNOMAI DIAPHOROI: The
Origin and Nature of Diversification in the History of Early
Christianity," in James M. Robinson and Helmut Koester, Tratectories
Through Early Christianity [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971], p.
115).
^The question is the more interesting since Kting, from 1962
on, let the historical-critical method play an increasing role in
his exegetical and theological work.
In an important article,
written in 1979, in which he expounds his theological method, the
Swiss theologian remarks: "The New Testament, the original witness
to this Christ, which today we must Interpret historically-critically is and remains for Christians the definitive norm (norma
normans) for all post-biblical tradition" ("New Consensus," p. 17).
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Kung studied the issue of the New Testament, adopting a historicalcritical approach, and engaged in a "three-cornered discussion" with
two of his

Protestant

colleagues at the University of Tubingen--

Ernst KAsemann and Hermann Diem.

The first result of this careful

investigation appeared, he tells us, in his article "Early Catholic
ism in the New Testament as a Problem in Controversial Theology.
Addressing

the

"crucial

question

of

Catholicism

in

the

New

T e s t a m e n t , o n e of the central concerns of the article is the issue
of whether the canon of the NT is the foundation of the unity of the
church.^
King

Agreeing with some of KAsemmann's and Diem's postulates.

describes

his

own

position

as

essentially

"Catholic"

different from those of his two Protestant colleagues.
answer to this question, Kting notes,

of the NT kerygma,
positions

(2)

KAsemann's

is "sharply" negative.

KAsemann's reasons for such a view, Kting lists:

and

Among

(1) the variability

the extraordinary abundance of theological

in primitive Christianity,

ranging beyond the limits of

^-German original, "Der Frtihkatholizismus im Neuen Testament
als kontroverstheologisches Problem," Theologische Ouartalschrlft
142 (1962):385-424.
Also published in Kting's Kirchs im Konzil
(1963); Eng. tr. by Cecily Hastings, in Council in Action, pp. 15995. Reprinted in A. DAnhardt, ed., Theologlsches Jahrbuch (Leipzig,
1965), pp. 150-77; and in E. KAsemann, ed., Das Neue Testament als
Kanon(Gdttingen, 1970), pp. 175-204.
That study has been included
without substantial modification in
Kting'srecent volume Theologie
lm Aufbruch: Eine akumenische Grundlegung (Munich and Zurich: Piper
Verlag, 1987), pp. 88-108.
2KQng, Council in Action,p.

181.

^Ibid. , p. 161.
Kting, inthis discussion,
sets
Protestant colleagues in confrontation with each other.

his
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the

NT,

and

(3)

the

partially

visible

incompatibility

between

theological positions within the NT.^
Kung subscribes to KAsemann's view on the Canon o£ the New
Testament that its "non-unitary character" results from "a variabil
ity in the New Testament kerygma itself," which in turn is due to
the "individual character of the Evangelists" and to their different
theological interests.

He also sides with KAsemann on the hearing

in faith and according to the Spirit--not the letter--within this
non-unitary

Canon

of

the

NT,

of

the

gospel

of

justification

by

faith;^ and that the Canon of the NT does lie at the root of the
existence of a multiplicity of Christian confessions, to the extent
that all of them appeal to the New Testament.3
At the same time, Kung takes KAsemann's theses
observing that in order to be accurate,

to task by

one should say that the NT

Canon is "a necessary presupposition and occasion for confessional
multiplicity,

but not strictly

its root

or c a u s e . T h e

cause of the multitude of Christian confessions,

actual

Kung affirms,

is

the selective, "un-catholic" way of understanding the New Testament.
He also notes that "KAsemann is an example of this kind of selec
tion" because he determines,

first,

that the justification of the

^Ibid., pp. 161-63.
It should be observed that at the core
of the discussion in this article are the two theological issues
mentioned above, namely, the related problems of the formation of
the canon of the NT, and the diversity of its documents.
2For the first two points of agreement between Kung and
KAsemann, see Kung, Council in Action, p. 170.
3Ibid., pp. 171-72.
^Ibid., p. 172; emphasis in the original.
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sinner is "the canon" within the NT Canon, and then refuses to hear
"the Gospel" in those passages which he regards as unevangelical.^
Kung's

own

position

regarding

the

Canon

of

the

NT

contrasted with KAsemann's view may be summarized as follows:
all its lack of unity,

as

"With

the Canon of the New Testament is neverthe

less one thing. and has been received by the Church as one thine.
For Kting, the key element for the acceptance of the NT Canon as one
body,

for all its diversity,

Canon."3

is "the Church, who stands behind the

This view touches upon both the issue of the unity of the

NT and its historical formation as Canon.
When we do not accept the Canon as "one thing," Kting holds,
and,

furthermore, when we do not strive to reach "a comnrehensive

understanding of it," we are guilty of abandoning "the wholeness of
the New Testament . . .
selecting."

in favour of the concentration afforded by

This is "nothing less than the abandonment,

fundamen

tally, of catholicity in the understanding of Scripture in favour of
heresy.
Notice
Issues

referred

first
to

Kving's
in

his

attitude
dialogue

toward

the

two

with KAsemann.

theological
As

for

the

problem of the formation of the NT regarded as an arbitrary sifting
of documents, Kdng would answer that Christians are to accept "what
has been received by the Church."

The church has received the NT

1Ibid., p. 173.
^Ibid., p. 172; emphasis in the original.
3Ibid.
^Ibid.; emphasis in the original.
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Canon as one thing "in the course, certainly, of an extraordinarily
changeful history," but the various testimonies found in it should
be understood as "an expression and crystallization of the Gospel."
Ve may conclude
authority

of

the

that

for Kung

Canon handed

question the legitimacy

to question the divine nature and
down

being

quoted

at

this

the

church

would

as well as the unity of th“

"who stands behind the c a n o n . K d n g
in his book The Church.

by

be to

inself

further elaborates this issue

Some of his statements there are worthy of
point. Describing

the

church's

work

cf

preserving the word of God, Kdng writes:
The New Testament "canon," a norm, a guideline and a
boundary . . . represents a via media. The Church did not, like
Marcion and some present-day Protestant theologians, want to
narrow down the choice by radical reduction until only the true
"evangelium" was left; nor, like the gnostics and some presentday Catholic theologians, did it want to make its choice as wide
as possible, including apocryphal writings and "traditions."
The New Testament canon was not selected on the basis of an a
priori principle, but pragmatically; the living faith of the
Christian communities was called upon to "discern spirits.
As far as the diversity found within the NT is concerned,
K&ng prefers to stress its oneness.
repeats

that the "wholeness"

and, hence,

Several times in this essay^ he

of the NT should be

taken seriously

it should be understood "comprehensively."

is affirmed again in Kdng's Structures. in the context,

This point
once more,

of a discussion on "early Catholicism" in the New Testament:

1Ibid.
^Kting, The Church. pp. 35-36; emphasis his.
Cf. my discus
sion on the formation of the canon of the NT above, pp. 43-50.
^1 am referring to "Early Catholicism in the New Testament
as a Problem in Controversial Theology."
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The New Testament as a whole is the testimony of the most
comprehensive, that is, catholic, truth in its fullness.
To
recognize only part of it means to choose, which means heresy.
The whole New Testament must be given full value though
historically differentiated and translated in terms of the
present.^
Equally significant in the context of this dissertation is
Kung's

concept

of heresy as

within the Canon.^
Lyon

(C.135-C.202

heresy

is

the

A.D.).
that

or

discrimination

He explains

that one characteristic of

each heretic

selects

part

of

the whole

and elevates the authority of one apostle above

that of the others. ^
view of the Canon,

selection,

This concern is already present in Irenaeus of

fact

apostolic witness

choice,

For those who,

like Kung, hold a "catholic"

the diversity found in the NT, far from being a

problem is a token of its non-heretical nature.4

One of the most

serious shortcomings that K&ng sees in KAsemann's approach to the NT
(in

this

specific

point he

agrees

with

Diem^)

is

precisely

latter's subjective selecting of "a Canon within the Canon."

the

This,

according to Kung, is "selection as a matter of principle.

^■Kdng, Structures. pp. 167, 168; emphasis his.
^This notion recurs in his writings; see, for instance, The
Church. pp. 40, 318-19 passim.
^Irenaeus Adversus haereses 3.11.7 (ANF, 1:428).
4KQng would answer Koester's contention that "the criterion
'apostolic' is useless when Christian movements that were later
condemned as heretical can claim genuine apostolic origin" (Koester,
"GNOMAI DIAPHOROI," p. 115) by affirming that the problem with
"heretics" is not that they claim apostolic origin (in this they may
be right), but that they "select" one apostolic witness from the
multiple witness of all the apostles.
^Council in Action, p. 167.
6Ibid., pp. 173-76.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

195
KOng's
related to

concept of the catholicity of the Canon is closely

thj catholicity of

the church,

so that,

for him,

any

"protest against the catholicity of the Church inevitably turns into
a protest against the catholicity of Scripture."^wholeness-selectivity

(or catholicity-heresy)

is not restricted to

the hermeneutical question regarding the NT Canon.
whole

life of the church as well.^

the

Canon,

proclaimed

the formation of the

At the same time, it is the "catholic" nature of

understood
in

It involves the

In brief,it was the "catholi

city"of the primitive church which permitted
NT as we have it.

The antithesis

as

different

the

crystallization of

settings,

that

shaped

a

the

same

gospel

catholic

Chris

tianity.
As
his

for KOng's position as

opinion a Catholic theologian

points.

contrasted with Diem's view,

in

can agree with Diem on several

Catholic theology would grant that the writings assembled

in the NT Canon do not present a unity of doctrine.
dogmatic system;

it is not

The NT is not a

intended as a sununa theologiae.

This

implies that Christian faith does not focus merely on Scripture but
on the Lord, to whom it witnesses, and on his Father.
is

important to recognize

Besides,

it

that the witness of the NT is given by

1Ibid., p. 183.
^In this respect Jaroslav Pelikan notes that even though the
primitive church was not characterized by an explicit unity of
doctrine, it was characterized by a "unity of life, of fidelity to
the Old Testament, of devotion, and of loyalty to its Lord, . . .
Heresy was a deviation from that unity"
(Jaroslav Pelikan, Catholic
Tradition, p. 70).
Kung would only agree with this statement
because he believes that "the unity of the body of Christ is always
endangered . . . bv heresy" (Kung, The Church, p. 313; emphasis his).
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different people In different situations with different theological
ends in view.
uttered

for

different
practical

This witness,
different

people

situations."
nature

of

according to King, "must once more be

the

with

different
one

Canon

the NT whose unity

deduced by regarding it as a closed system."
exclusive collection of

testimonies

to

in

Finally,
of

ought

ends

view

recognize

in
the

"cannot be

It is the unique and

through which

the

church has

heard the voice of God proclaimed, and which it, in turn, passes on
in its preaching of God's word.^
On the other

hand, King feels it necessary to correct Diem's

theses by observing

that his colleague fails

"in practice"

to do

justice to particular testimonies in the Canon of the NT, and hence
is guilty of "selection as a matter of practice" in contrast with
Kdsemann's

selection

as

a

matter

of

principle.

King

sees

a

shortcoming in Diem's approach, particularly in his basic assumption
that

"early

Catholicism"

did not start,

"especially

the

teaching

office," until well after the NT times and is therefore a "deflec
tion from the New Testament."2
difficult

to

hold

if

Testament seriously."3

This position,

Diem wants

"to

take

tn King's view,

the whole

of the

is
New

King also remarks that Kdsemann’s attitude

of declaring the Catholicism of the NT to be un-Evangelical is to be
regarded as more convincing than Diem's attitude of simply Ignoring
or giving minimal interpretation to the Catholic element in the NT.

^■See Council in Action, pp. 170-71.
2Ibid., pp. 176-77.
3Ibid., p. 180.
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Kung's
contrasted

with

own

position

Diem's

regarding

and KAsemann's

the

Canon

views

is

of

the

revealed

NT
in

as
the

following:
Uhat is the point on which Diem and KAsemann are
profoundly in agreement?
They agree in not being disposed to
understand the NT kath* holou. .
Their tacit, taken-forgranted a priori position is Protestantism. And what this means
is that it
is laid downfrom the outset that within their
exegesis and theology there is to be no road towards "Rome.
In
selectivity

finding

his

two

Protestant

colleagues faulty

with respectto the NT Canon,^ he observes

of

that their

selective attitude results from their anti-Roman Catholic "presuppo
sitions."
bias.

They read the text of the Scriptures with a preconceived

Conversely,

the correct approach to the NT, for Kung, is to

be "catholic," to be "open in every direction that the New Testament
leaves open; not to exclude, either in principle or in practice, any
line that belongs to the New Testament.
Kttng is most significant and raises
the normativity of the NT.

This position taken by

important questions regarding

As stated in his essay, his position

means that

he is willing to take the NT Canon as canon, i.e.,

he regards

the whole collection of NT documents as the standard or

norm for Christian orthodoxy.

that

Kung's intention to take the Canon of

the NT seriously is to be praised if one believes that a differenti
ation between true ana false Christian belief is possible.

1Ibid., p. 181.
^KAsemann, through a fundamental choice made in advance, and
Diem, through a selection made in practice whenever "Rome" comes in
sight (ibid., p. 182).
^Ibid; emphasis his.
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Kung's
Catholicism"
considered

discussion with K&semann and Diem regarding

"early

in the NT clearly showed that even though he may be
"Protestant"

to

the

extent

that

he

underlines

the

supremacy of the Word of God as witnessed in the Scriptures over the
church's magisterium,

he is explicitly non-Protestant--at least in

his own opinion--regarding the hermeneutical approach to the Canon
of Scriptures.

One more statement from Kting may serve to further

underline this point:
The disastrous thing in Kdsemann's theology is not its
adoption of a "central point of Scripture"
but the
Protestant exclusiveness with which it makes this centre into
the whole. . . . The disastrous thing in Diem's theology is not
that it leaves certain witnesses in the background . . . but the
Protestant exclusiveness with which it does not allow certain
witnesses to speak at all.^
Protestant selectivity is, in brief and according to Kung, heresy.
The
theological

research
concerns

has
began

made
to

it

take

plain

for

a

pastoral

pastoral in nature.

ministry,

to

undergird

his

1953

leading

and

1955,

Desirous to prepare

concerns

were

essentially

They constitute the basic characteristic of his

theological career to this point.
seem

Kung's

shape between

during the last years of his studies in Rome.^
himself

that

the

Swiss

In fact, two main preoccupations

author's

theological

activity:

to

achieve an ecumenical understanding of all Christianity and to make
the

Christian

message

intelligible,

meaningful,

and

relevant

to

modem-minded men and women.

These two concerns have compelled Kung

to contend with

regarded

two

issues

as stumbling blocks

for

^•Council in Action, p. 183.
^For this particular matter, see above, pp. 127-35.
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ecumenical movement and for contemporary man.
are

(1)

some

inconsistencies,

pronouncements

of

the

Roman

even

errors,

Catholic

Respectively,
found

magisterium

in

they

dogmatic

and

(2)

the

church's model of authority which stresses the infallibility of the
papal

teaching

production,

authority.

Throughout

his

prolific

literary

Rung has attempted to work out a solution to these two

problems which are directly related to the issue of orthodoxy and
heresy.
As far as the principle of authority is concerned, we found
that

Kung

authority
help

this

original

not

explicitly

in the church,
authority
Christian

generation.1
view.

only

Here

but,

expresses

to become
message

affirms

aware

and

the

acceptance
as well his

of both

of

doctrinal

intention

the essence

requirements

again his pastoral concerns

of

the

of

to
the

present

come clearly into

In advocating a return to the original sources^ of Christian

tradition, he is appealing to what every Christian should recognize
as

authoritative.^

light.

In this way

his

ecumenical

concern comes

to

He also wishes to remove every element that may preclude the

credibility of the church's proclamation in the modern world.

The

^-Josd Gdmez observes that "in the case of Hans King's
theology the main emphasis is on the origins of Christianity, the
second on the reality lived by the believers today and only the
third on doctrinal tradition" (J. Gdmez Caffarena, "A Summa for
People of Today," in W&W, p. 118).
^See, for instance, "New Consensus," p. 3.
^Wilken remarks that "few Christians would deny that the New
Testament is the standard by which every later development is to be
evaluated" (Wilken, The Mvth. p. 21).
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role of scholarly theological research is deemed by Kung indispen
sable for this task.
Significantly

enough,

the

Vatican

authorities

recognized

Kting's pastoral concern and praised him for having made the gospel
relevant

for innumerable contemporaries,

criticize

him

for

causing

perplexity

but felt
and

it necessary to

confusion

among

the

believers.
As
the

to the revelational norms

of Christian doctrine,

i.e.,

teaching of the apostles and of the NT Canon, Kung credits both

with being the unique, unrepeatable witnesses of God's revelation in
Jesus Christ.

He tirelessly asserts their normative status for all

Christian beliefs and teaching:

"The preaching of the apostles,

as

it has come down to us in the writings of the New Testament, is the
original,

fundamental

time.He
Christian

holds
theology

theological

testimony

that

"The

"can

tradition

or

of

Jesus

criterion

never

again

institution,

Christ,

valid

for

all

norms

of

ecclesiastical

or

determining
be

some

but

only

the

Gospel,

all

the

original Christian message itself.^
We may conclude therefore that in Kung's position we have an

emphasis

upon

Che

revelational

criterion

apostolic and scriptural norms of orthodoxy.

as

expressed

in

the

In this sense,

his

^-See, for instance, the letter of the CDF to Professor Kting,
dated March 30, 1974: "In your writings in many languages, in your
lectures in various parts of the world, you have continued to
disseminate opinions which have deeply confused the faith of the
Christian community" (Kting Dialogue. p. 81).
^Kdng, The Church, p. 456.
^Kung, "New Consensus," p. 14.
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attitude may be identified with that of the Reformers of the 16th
century.
The norraativity of the Scriptures,
understood in naive biblicist terms.^
must
notes

everywhere
that

the

analysis.We

be

oriented

latter

must

toward
be

however,

should not be

While holding that "theology
the biblical

"analyzed

by

findings,"

Kung

historical-critical

must consider the implications of this particular

point below.^
After

this

brief

analysis

of

Kung's

attitude

toward

the

original sources of Christian doctrine, let us now consider his view
regarding the ecclesiastical criterion of orthodoxy and the norms of
Christian truth and theological issues related to it which I identi
fied in the first chapter.

Part Two; On the Principles. Norms and Issues
Related <:.■> the Ecclesiastical Criterion
of Orthodoxy-Heresy
The historical-theological

analysis

of

classical orthodoxy in chapter 1 showed that,

the development

of

from the beginning,

all Christian parties claimed to base their teaching upon authority;
specifically,

on the authority of the revealed message of God as

expressed in the teaching of the apostles and in the NT canon as
norms of orthodoxy.^

With the passing of time, however, and due to

^■Ktlng, Infallible?, p. 210.
^"New Consensus," p. 14.
^See chapter 5.
^See above, pp. 31-37.
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the increasing struggles between the various Christian parties,^- all
of which claimed allegiance to Che doctrine of Che apostles, a more
specific norm for securing the continuity of the Christian teaching
through a faithful tradition^ became much needed.

The emergence of

the principle that the living tradition existed permanently through
an

uninterrupted

succession

within

theecclesia

was

established

eventually as the main criterion of orthodoxy.^
Indeed,

tradition

is

not

a side

dimension of Che church's mission.

issuefor the kerygmatic

In the first chapter I affirmed

that there is need to realize chat Christianity
historical

dimension without

tradition.4

cannot exist in its

The Christ event

is so

^■Toward the second half of the second century those
struggles took place mostly between the various Gnostic parties and
what began to be called Catholic Christianity.
2«fe must recall here what was underlined in chapter 1
regarding the technical meaning of "tradition."
The basic idea
expressed by the term is that of "transmission," the handing down of
the message that the Lord committed to the apostles.
The term
implies, therefore, two things: (1) the handing down of the message
and (2) the message itself.
In other words, when somebody speaks of
"tradition," he or she may be referring either to the process of
transmission of the message or to its content, or to both.
From a
historical perspective, it must be noted that the early fathers
usually meant by tradition the passing on of Christ's teaching,
either orally or through documents, including the canonical ones.
It was much later (definitely since the Council of Trent) that
"tradition" came to denote more specifically unwritten doctrine-Chen crystallized in creeds and dogmas--in contradistinction from
the Scriptures. This is the sense in which "tradition" is generally
understood in Catholic and Protestant circles nowadays (see above,
pp. 55-59).
^1 have
orthodoxy."

labeled

this

the

"ecclesiastical

criterion

4See above, p. 51, n. 1.
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central for the Christian religion,^- that it must be preserved in
the memory and communicated to human beings through all ages till
the consummation of God's plan of redemption.
From the perspective of the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis, the
issue remains, however: How are we to distinguish between true and
false tradition?

As can be inferred from the biblical

testimony,

this issue is not of secondary importance for the task and mission
of

the

church.

More

specifically,

since

the

formulation

of

Christian doctrines has undeniably been changing with the passing of
the centuries,^ it would seem that the idea of an
tradition"
specific

does

not

theological

necessarily mean
issue which

"unchanged

arises

in

"uninterrupted

tradition."

this

T>>e

connection,

and

which is directly related to the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis, is the
one of continuiuy-and-change

tn Christian theology.

importance

of

is

the

dilemma

distinguishing

Of particular

between

legitimate

development of doctrine and adulteration of the original faith.^
With these Issues in mind, my intent in this part of chapter
3 is to describe and analyze King's understanding of the constitu
tive elements of the orthodoxy-heresy structure which I have listed

^Cf.
Oscar
Cullmann,
Christ
and Time:
The
Primitive
Christian Conception of Time and History, trans. Floyd V. Filson
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1950), pp. 121-30.
Among the central beliefs of Christians are the notions that
in Jesus Christ God was revealing himself to humankind; in Christ.
God was reconciling the world to himself; through Christ's life,
death, and resurrection, God was definitely overcoming evil and
death, and thus bringing salvation to human being...
^See my reference to this matter
especially p. 85, nn. 2 and 3.

in chapter 1, pp.

84-85,

^See above, pp. 85-96.
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in the category of the ecclesiastical continuity of the Christian
doctrine,

namely,

ecclesiastical

the

principle

of

criterion expressed

succession-tradition,
in the oral

and the

traditions

of the

church as well as in the pronouncements of the Magisterium as norms
of orthodoxy.

The theological

issue concerning the unity of the

church's doctrine also needs attention.
In the overall context of the ecclesiastical criterion of
orthodoxy, I focus my attention, first, on Kung's position regarding
the principle of tradition.

The Principle of Succession-Tradition
In

analyzing

ecclesiastical

Kung's

tradition,

position

one

should

on
be

the
aware

authority
of

the

of
fact,

the
as

LaCugna already observed, that Kftng lacks a clear definition of the
term tradition itself.^

Still, various statements make clear enough

that he is generally thinking of tradition in terms of the defini
tions

of Trent

and Vatican

teaching of the church
Scriptures.

II.

Tradition

is

the

authoritative

in contradistinction from the

text of the

Thus, as early as 1957, Kdng could write that the Roman

Catholic Church never taught that "tradition like Sacred Scripture
could

claim

divine

inspiration."2

He

further

differentiates

tradition from Holy Scripture, claiming that the Catholic Church has
always taught that
Even the most important documents of tradition
infallible papal
and conciliar definitions
.

such as
still

^■LaCugna, Methodology of Kting. p. 96.
2Kung, Justification, p. 111.
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constitute no more than a human account of divine revelation
(see also £ 1800).
So there is this vital difference between
any--even the most exalted--document of tradition and a text
from Sacred Scripture.^
Since LaCugna has already shown, in my view correctly,

chat

in Kdng's theological methodology tradition is the norma normata in
contrast

to

the

norma

normans

which

is

Scripture,^

a

brief

retlection on some representative statements of Kung should suffice
here.
There
appreciates

is
the

little
value

doubt,
of

to

begin

tradition--in

with,
the

that

Hans

technical

Kung

sense

of

transmission of the Christian message--for the task of ascertaining
true

Christian

belief

and

teaching

(orthodoxy).

describes tradition, understood in this sense,

He

explicitly

as one of the main

"criteria of Christian truth.
As for tradition in the modern Roman Catholic sense, Chat is
to

say,

that

part

of

Scriptures,^ KQng holds

the

Christian

that

teaching

which

its normative value

is

not

the

is only derived

^Ibid.
It is true that in Justification, which belongs to
Kilng's "pre-criticism" epoch, it is his view of the Scriptures which
puts them above all "human" writings.
In his "post-criticism"
volumes he still differentiates between both norms.
See, for
instance, Ihe Church. p. 528: "Often, instead of referring to the
original testimony of Scripture, reference was made to 'tradition,'
to 'the Fathers,' whether Greek or Latin, old or new."
See also
Infallible?. p. 49, where writing about Pope Paul Vi's encyclical
Humanae vitae. Kung observes that in this document "papal tradition"
counts for more than "Scripture."
^LaCugna, Methodology of Kung.
instance, Kilng, The Church, p. 36 passim.

pp.

95-125.

See,

for

3The Church, pp. 39-46.
^See Vatican II Constitution on Divine Revelation, arts. 9
and 10.
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from the superior normativity of the Scriptures.
sense,

In this specific

tradition possesses a "secondary standardized authority by

comparison with the original, primary standardizing authorirv of the
gospel and Jesus Christ himself who is attested there. "*•
Kung explicitly states that he is well aware of the accusa
tion which

some

direct

the

at

Protestant
Roman

theologians,

Catholic

Church,

Karl

Barth

namely,

among

that

it

others,
has

not

recognized the Scriptures as a unique and fundamental authority, but
has added to it its own "ecclesiastical tradition."2
At Trent,

runs the accusation,

at Vatican I real historical

"tradition ousted Scripture,

tradition was

present magisterium of the Church."3

in turn ousted by the

While Kung has been prompt to

denounce the frequent reference of the Catholic Church to tradition
and

to

still

the
more

Fathers--"who were often chosen quite arbitrarily and
arbitrarily

quoted"4 --rather

than

to

the

original

testimony of the Scriptures,3 he also condemns the opposite extreme,
namely,

the

"Protestant

"evangelical radicality,"

radicalism"--not

to

be

KQng remarks--which wants

confused

with

unhistorically

to pass in a great leap over the Middle Ages to Luther and Calvin,

^■Ibid. , p. 43; emphasis is Kung's.
2See Kung, The Church, p. 311.
3Ibid.
4Ibid., p. 528.
3As an example of this method, KQng observes that the teach
ing of Vatican II on the hierarchical structure of the church (Lumen
gentium, chapter III) is not based on the NT but on Vatican I (see
Infallible?, p. 79).
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and "from Chat point to leap across one's own 'orthodox' tradition
to the more recent church fathers."^
Over

against

the

"catholicity in time."2

latter

attitude Kung

The theologian who is truly "Catholic" does

not set aside certain centuries
cal."

sets what he calls

as

"un-Christian"

He never overlooks the church's tradition,

or "unevangelii.e.,

the creeds

and definitions set up in the past to distinguish between good and
bad interpretations of the message.

Rather, he shows interest "in

the continuity which is preserved through all disruptions."^
In Rung's understanding of the term, "Catholic," as a basic
attitude, means that special importance is attached to "the entire.
universal, all-encompassing, total Church."
"continuity
enduring

in

in

time"

all

of

i.e.,

in the entire church.
guideline

consistency."®
both

the

faith

disruptions.^

tradition"® means,

"valuable

both

In

community

and

This

In the concrete, to the
the

community

continuity

is

for

and

faith

what

"real

the transmission of the Christian message
Understood in these terms,

the

of

the

church,

process
the

of

its

tradition is a

continuity

and

"discovering Christian

tradition

of

the

Church

its

truth,"

"form

l-Kung, Maintained, p. 81.
2Ibid., p. 80.
®Ibid., p. 81; emphasis in -he original.
4KQng, Christian, p. 503; emphasis his.
5Kdng, The Church, p. 555.
6Ibid., p. 610.
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essential part."l

This is so, Kung explains, because the Christian

message "reached me by way of

the

lived today in that community."

believing community andis still

In addition,

Kung notes

that the

Christian message was not devised by the present generation.
has been handed down through a history of twenty centuries."2
this way,
help us

"It
in

the historical tradition and the Christian community can
to break

through

the

limits

of our subjectivity and "to

perceive the truth more deeply and more comprehensively."3
We noted above Kung's view of the subordinate role of the
oral tradition of the church to the NT Canon,
the

fundamental

place

in

the

to which he assigns

definition of Christian belief

and

teaching.4 In his words, apart from the teaching of the apostles as
registered In the NT Canon,
All other testimony in the tradition of the Church, however
profound or sublime, can in essence do nothing more than circle
round this original testimony of God's word, '.iterpret, commen
tate, explain and apply the original message according to
constantly changing historical situations.3
Mark
normative

and

the

twofold

programmatical

assertion made
nature

of

by Kung,
the NT

namely,

Canon

for

the
all

^-Kdng, Maintained, p. 41.
2Ibid.
3Ibid.
4See
above, pp. 178ff.
As for the normativity of the
teaching ofthe apostles, Kting remarks that
the office of
the
apostles having temporal and authoritative precedence over the
succeeding office in the church, the latter "can only preserve and
interpret" the original witness and proclamation of the apostles
(see Structures, p. 177).
5KQng, The Church, p. 36.
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subsequenc

Christian

translation

and

importance,

these

original

point

theology,

application

of

and the necessity of
of

that

two dimensions,
reference

for

as

norm.

a historical

Because

in King's view,

all Christian

of

their

namely,

the

tradition and

the

historical dynamism of the latter, deserve further comment.

The original point of reference
for Christian tradition
Kung clearly realizes that all variations which are due to
"constantly changing historical situations” always must be measured
against a definite original point of reference, namely, the witness
of

the canonical

Scriptures.

Making

explicit

reference

to

the

issue of the criteria and norms of orthodoxy, he affirms that "the
criterion for what is supposed to be true
can

be

nothing

but

the

Christian

in the Christian Church

message."

This

message,

he

explains,

is the gospel of Jesus Christ "as originally recorded in

the

Testament--in

New

developments

writing,

impossible."*-

This

making
means,

arbitrary
at

changes

bottom,

that

and
the

criterion and norm for Christian truth is "Jesus Christ himself.
In this sense, Kvlng would not agree without qualification
with Robert L. Wilken's proposal that instead of looking at their
particular "construction of the past," Christians should rather look
forward.-*

As a matter of fact, Wilken specifically questions King's

^-King, Maintained, p. 40; emphasis his.
^Ibid.; emphasis in the original.
3R. L. Wilken, The Mvth of Christian Beginnings, p. 189
passim.
"Instead of viewing the Christian history as a movement
awav from something--an original perfection--why not view it as a
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position concerning the nonnativity of an original Christianity.

He

focuses his critique on the Swiss theologian's concept of the nature
of the church, more specifically on Kung's statement:
There
is a constant
factor in the various changing
historical images of the Church, something which survives
however much the history of mankind, of the Church and of
theology may vary, and it is on this that we must concentrate.
There are fundamental elements and perspectives in the Church
which are not derived from the Church itself; there is an
"essence" which is drawn from the permanently decisive origins
of the Church.^
The
appears

contrast

clear

on

between

at

least

the
two

positions
points:

of

(1)

the

Kung

and

Wilken

importance

for

Christian belief and teaching given by K&ng to the original witness
of the apostles and the NT Canon; and (2) as a corollary, the more
"conservative" position of the Swiss theologian.

The historical dynamism of
Christian tradition
For all we Just observed,

it is indispensable

to keep

in

mind that Kilng does not simply cling to the normativity of the very
text of the Scriptures.

That would be a "naive biblicism" which he

movement toward something? Perfection lies if anywhere, not at the
beginning, but at the end" (ibid., pp. 192-193; emphasis his.
Cf.
p. 194).
The authority of the apostolic age, Wilken claims, is a
theological idea which the Christian tradition, "by a process of
selectivity and interpretation has abstracted and segregated . . .
and made of it an ideal expression of Christianity" (ibid., p. 25).
^■KClng, The Church. p. 22 (p. 4 in the Sheed and Ward ed. ,
New York, 1967); quoted by Wilken, with a modified wording, in his
volume The Mvth. pp. 23-24; emphasis added by Wilken.
Cf. Kung,
Council in Action, p. 204: "The Church will indeed thus discern and
hold fast to the one unchanging Faith under all the various formulas
of the various centuries."
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hardly supports.^

After emphatically affirming that the criterion

for Christian truth is the gospel of Jesus Christ as recorded in the
New Testament, Kang explains:
The New Testament
may not be understood in a
bib1icist-fundamentalist sense as a collection of infallible
statements, but must be given an historical-critical interpreta
tion at the highest level of m o d e m hermeneutics.2
This

is

the

second

point

which

we

need

Kang's position regarding Christian tradition.

to

underline

in

In addition to his

stressing the normativity of the original point of reference (i.e.,
the Canon)

for all

Christian tradition,

we

need

to consider his

notion of the historically conditioned nature of all the statements
of faith

and doctrines

Canon.^

The original message must be interpreted,

applied

in

accordance

of

the

"with

church,

the

Including chose of the NT

constantly

explained,

changing

and

historical

situations."
It is in these changing historical contexts, precisely, that
Kdng sees the main reason for the relativity and flexibility of the
church's

theological

formulations

and

for

his

rejection

of

the

^•See Infallible?. p. 210: Identifying "biblicism" with the
ideas of the verbal inspiration and inerrancy of the text of
Scripture, Kdng holds that "Biblicism has remained a constant danger
for Evangelical theology, and the idea of a verbal inspiration has
been upheld, not only in numerous sects, but also in some Protestant
Churches, particularly in m o d e m American fundamentalism, and in
some trends of European pietism.
The Christian message, Christ
himself as preached, is no longer the real ground of faith, but the
infallible word of the Bible as such."
2Kang, Maintained, p. 40.
•*As we discuss further below, the historically conditioned
nature which Kdng ascribes to tradition must also be seen in the
biblical material.
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notion of infallible propositional teaching,^ including the text of
the Scriptures.

The issue of continuitv-and-change
in Christian doctrine
The

unchangeable

essence

of

Christian

teaching

historically conditioned nature clearly stand in tension.

and

its

Kung's

view on this tension already appears in his concept of the nature of
the church, which we might regard as a test case for his position on
the issue of change-and-continuity.
As
factor,"

an

already noticed,
"essence,"

Kung holds

that

there

something which survives

is a "constant

in the historical

forms of the church however much its history may vary.^

Rather than

explicitly explaining what this essence amounts to, he remarks that
this constant factor is only revealed in change.^

"The 'essence' of

the Church is not a matter of metaphysical stasis, but exists only
in constantly changing historical 'forms'."4

^-The infallibility of propositions is by no means a side
issue in Kdng's writings.
It is addressed below, pp. 288-98.
^See Kdng, The Church, p. 22.
^"The essence of the Church is therefore always to be found
in its historical form, and the historical form must always be
understood in the light of and with reference to the essence"
(ibid., p. 24).
Consider also the following remarks: "Loyalty to
its original nature is something the Church must preserve through
all the changing history of that world for the sake of which the
Church exists.
But it can only do that through change (aggiornamento) . not through immobility (immobilismo)" (ibid., pp. 34-35).
"If the Church wants to remain true to its nature, it cannot simply
preserve its past" (ibid., p. 46).
4Ibid., p. 23.
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KQng points out that this original and permanent "essence"
is "something dynamic rather than something static and rigid."*reason

for

this

separated ^

else,
enable

though

asks
us

is

he,
to

that

essence

and historical

they may not be

can we establish
decide

what

is

regarded as

a criterion,

legitimate

in

form

cannot

identical.-*

a norm,
any

The
be
How

which will

historical

and

empirical manifestation of the Church?
From

this

perspective,

and

quite

significant

for

our

understanding of Kung's notion of continuity-and-change seen in the
overall context of the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis,
regarding

"errors

church.4

It is

and

false

the essence

developments"

in

which provides

is Kung's view

the history

the

of

the

"norm which will

enable us to decide what is legitimate" in the historical develop
ment of the church.^

This indeed is necessary, Kdng thinks, since

in his eyes "not all the subsequent developments in the Church can
be authorized by its origins" as recorded in the New Testament.**

1Ibid.
^"The distinction between essence and form is a conceptual,
not a real, distinction.
There is not and never was, in fact, an
essence of the Church by itself,
separate,
chemically pure,
distilled from the stream of historical forms" (ibid.).
*"The essence and the form of the Church should not be
equated, but must be recognized and distinguished.
Even if the
distinction between essence and form is a conceptual one, it is none
the less necessary" (ibid., p. 24).
4Ibid.,i P- 46
5Ibid.,- P- 24
6Ibid.,- P- 46
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By

implication,

all

doctrinal

statements

of

the church’s

tradition should be open to correction due to their human limita
tions.

As early as 1962 Kung addressed the issue, which he was to

discuss later in a more detailed way in Infallible? (1970) , of the
historically conditioned nature of dogmas and of the limitation of
every human statement of truth.^
Doctrinal statements of the church's Magisterium are, first,
"human and historical

formulations,"

observes Kung.

"Even though

they have the assistance of the Holy S p i r i t , t o

the extent that

they are also human and historically conditioned,

it

very

nature

"to be

open

to

correction

and

to

is of their

stand

in need

of

correction."3
Development of dogma,^ therefore, "is not always necessarily
just an organic development," notes he.3
be

a

good

defined

thing

to suppose

necessarily means

that
that a

the

"It would in any case not

fact that a dogma has been

blossoming

of

faith

has

come

^Kilng addressed this issue in his lectures during the first
session of Vatican II. They are published in Council in Action, pp.
196-208,
under the title "Why Are Dogmatic Pronouncements
So
Difficult to Make Today?"
^The CDF, in a letter addressed to KUng on March 30, 1974,
states: "The Catholic Church believes (see Vatican I) that, due to
the assistance of the Holy Spirit, these presuppositions [on which
infal-libility rests] exclude the possibility of any error in a
dogmatic definition (cf. Misterium Ecclesiae. 5)."
KQng Dialogue,
p. 82.
3Kdng, Council in Action, p. 205; emphasis his.
^On the maininterpretations of development of dogma,
above, pp. 88-96.

see

3Ibid. On the "organic" theory of development of dogma, see
above, pp. 88-91.
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about.

This view clearly counters

notion of dogma.^

the official Roman Catholic

To nobody's surprise

the Congregation for the

Doctrine of the Faith specifically questioned Rung for apparently
assuming that "the doctrines you advocate were all material for free
theological discussion and did not touch upon any truth binding on a
believing

Catholic."3

The Congregation stated unequivocally that

the questions our author was raising in his books and in a previous
letter^ dealt

indeed with Catholic dogma and,

therefore,

were not

matter of "free theological discussion."3
Conversely, Kdng understands dogmas as being
nothing more or less than emergency measures to which the Church
is driven by heresies. . . . Thus, one characteristic of dogma
is its polemical orientation. . . . The church, faced with the
incursions of heresy, is concentrating on quite definite points,
illuminating certain aspects more and hence others necessarily
less.®
Aimed

at

counteracting

specific

heresies,

the

church's

dogmas are by definition historically conditioned.

It is therefore

quite possible that in its dogmatical definitions,

the Magisterium

^■Ibid. , p. 205; emphasis in the original.
^For reference to the official Roman Catholic teaching on
"dogma," see above, p. 93, n. 2, and p. 162, n. 4.
Commenting on
that notion, Karl Rahner points out that the decisive character
istics of dogma are divine origin, truth, the obligation to believe
it, and immutability, among others (Rahner, "Dogma: Theological
Meaning,"
[1968], 2:96).
3See Kung Dialogue, p. 83.
^Kdng's to the CDF, dated September 22, 1973.
complete text of this letter, see Kdng Dialogue. pp. 69-77.

For

5Kdng Dialogue, p. 82.
6Kdng, Council in Action, p. 205; emphasis his.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

the

216
may

indeed

leave

out

some

aspects

of

truth.

Likewise,

in

its

condemnation of error it may also find itself attacking "the core of
truth" that always exists in error.^
Moreover, heresy, which in Kttng's concept is one-sidedness,
selectivity,

concentration

obliges

church

the

to

on

a

likewise

particular

dimension

concentrate

on

of

truth,2

definite

points.

Truth, according to Kung, is neither in the heretical position, nor
necessarily or totally in the dogma which counteracts it, but in the
balance which sets "the original tension in unity."
great

task

of

theology

and

of

the

church's

Herein lies the

teaching

authority,

according to KQng.^
It should be noticed that Kung's concern for the contradic
tions, even errors, detectable without much difficulty in the corpus
of his church's tradition,

is related to his pastoral preoccupation

for making it a more credible
contemporary world.
is more respected,
those who

must be

sign of the kingdom of God in the

A church which is willing to admit its errors
thinks KOng, and prompts a better attitude among
reached by

second main pastoral

concern,

its proclamation.
namely

the

Besides,

ecumenical

Kung’s

dimension of

Christianity, may be seen behind his unhesitant calling attention to
the

fact

that Roman Catholicism has been,

^Ibid. , p. 207.
As noted
developed by Kung in Infallible?.

in his view,

below,

this

idea

is

at

times

further

2See, for instance, Council in Action, p. 172; Theologie im
Aufbruch. p. 98.
-’Council in Action, p. 205.
Kung's
addressed in more detail below, pp. 274-315.

concept

of

truth
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unfaithful to the gospel.

Hence his untiring call to return to the

original sources of Christianity.
It is King's concern for truth, on the other hand, which has
led

him

to

stress

the

subordinate

tradition as a norm of orthodoxy.
definitions

the

Magisterium

has

role

of

the

church's

oral

The fact that in its dogmatic
left

soma

aspects

of

truth

in

shadow, and that in its condemnation of error it may also have found
itself attacking "the core of truth"

that always exists In error,

has compelled KQng to look for a theorical solution to the impasse.
His solution consists precisely in underlining both the subordinate
and historically conditioned nature of the church's tradition, facts
that naturally call for constant revision of the formulas of faith.

The Normativity of the Magisterium's
Pronouncements
Thus

far,

in

the

overall

context

of

the

ecclesiastical

criterion of orthodoxy we have focused our attention on King's views
concerning

the

principle

of

tradition

as

such

and

in

the

oral

tradition of the church as a concrete norm of authentic Christian
doctrine.

The

time has

come

to consider

the Swiss

theologian's

thought regarding che normativity of the magisterial pronouncements
of the church.
Since Jesus did charge his disciples with the responsibility
of setting forth his teachings through the centuries
Matt

28:18-20),

this

mission

proclamation and teaching.

is

accomplished

by

(Mark 16:15;
the

church's

Yet, where is this teaching authority

specifically to be found and how does it function?

Before analyzing
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Kung's position, let us consider the Roman Catholic answer to these
questions.
According to Karl Rahner,^

the teaching authority

of

the

church in Roman Catholicism is described and defined "in its fullest
and most authentic form" in the third chapter^ of the Second Vatican
Council's Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen gentium1. more
particularly articles 24 and 25.^

^■See Rahner,

Given the significance of this

"Magisterium," Sacramentum Mundi (1969), 3:353.

^Avery Dulles observes that "the most important doctrinal
achievements of Lumen Gentium are contained in the third and longest
chapter, dealing with the hierarchy." He remarks that the Constitu
tion on the Church, in turn, "because of its central importance and
its wealth of doctrine, probably deserves to be called the most
imposing achievement of Vatican II"
("The Church," In Docs, of
Vatican II. ed. W. M. Abbott, pp. 12, 13).
Among the numerous commentaries on the Constitution Lumen
gentium, and in particular on articles 24 and 25, the following ones
are helpful: Karl Rahner, "The Hierarchical Structure of the Church,
with Special Reference to the Episcopate--Articles 18-27," trans.
Kevin Smyth, in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II. 5 vols.,
ed. Herbert Vorgrimler (London: B u m s & Oates; New York: Herder and
Herder,
1967),
1:186-218; Avery Dulles,
"The Church,"
in The
Documents of Vatican II. W. M. Abbott, ed., pp. 9-13, 46-50; Albert
C. Outler, "A Response," In ibid., pp. 102-106; Carlo Colombo, "The
Hierarchical Structure of the Church," in Vatican II. An Interfaith
Appraisal: International Theological Conference. University of Notre
Dame: March 20-26. 1966. ed. John H. Miller (Notre Dame: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1966), pp. 208-218; Gregory Baum, "Commentary,"
in "De Ecclesia:" The Constitution on the Church of the Vatican
Council II. ed. Edward H. Peters, (Glen Rock, New Jersey: Paulist
Press,
1965),
pp.
31-39; Cornelius Williams,
"The Church Is
Hierarchical, Commentary on Chapter Three," in Vatican II on The
Church. 2d ed. , ed. Austin Flannery (Dublin: Scepter Books, 1967),
pp. 46-61; Seamus Ryan, "The Hierarchical Structure of the Church,"
in Vatican II: The Constitution on the Church:__ A Theoloeigal and
Pastoral Commentary, ed. Kevin McNamara (Chicago: Franciscan Herald
Press, 1968), pp. 199-211; Boaventura Kloppenburg, The Ecclesiologv
of Vatican II. trans. Matthew J. O'Connell (Chicago: Franciscan
Herald Press, 1974), pp. 169-217; Yves M.-J. Congar, Le Concile au
lour le lour: trolsifeme session (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1965),
pp. 36-48; Pierre Hdgy, L*autorit6 dans le catholiclsme contemporaln. du Syllabus A Vatican II. Thdologie Historique 30 (Paris:
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teaching for Che major
seemed

important

to

issue raised in Chis dissercacion,

quote

extensive

portions

of

these

it has

articles^-

while underlining briefly some of their most relevant aspects.
Regarding the question as to where is the teaching authority
specifically found,

after addressing the relationship between the

bishops and the apostles as well as the nature of the episcopacy (in
particular

its

collegiallity^

and

the

sacramental

episcopacy and the episcopal consecration^), the

nature

of

the

third chapter of

Editions Beauchesne, 1975), pp. 164-195; Vittorio Subilia, La nouva
cattolicitA del Cattolicesimo; Una valutazione protestante del
Concllio Vatlcano II (Torino: Editrice Claudiana, 1967), pp. 12-36.
^■Article 24 is quoted in full below, p. 220, n. 2.
^"Just as, by the Lord's will, St. Peter and the other
apostles constituted one apostolic college, so in a similar way the
Roman Pontiff as the successor of Peter, and the bishops as the
successors of the apostles are joined together" (art. 22).
This is
"the chief doctrinal point of the chapter," notes Dulles, namely,
that "all bishops who are united to the Pope and to their fellow
bishops by the hierarchical communion . . . constitute a collegial
body enjoying supreme power in governing the Church" (Docs, of
Vatican II. p. 42, n. 96).
Dulles also expressed the belief that
"in the coming years we shall doubtless see many practical
applications of this doctrine of collegiality" (ibid.).
^In Roman Catholicism, the sacramental character of the
episcopacy underlines a special outpouring of the Holy Spirit
granted to the twelve apostles as a special college within the
church.
This spiritual charism is believed to be passed on
mystically by means of the external sign of the imposition of hands
in the episcopal consecration.
In this way "the fullness of the
sacraments of Orders" is conferred only to the bishops (see Lumen
gentium, art. 21).
Avery Dulles observes that "the Council teaches
that the bishop Is not just a priest with greater powers of Juris
diction, but that he receives through sacramental consecration the
fullness of the power of orders" (Docs, of Vatican II. p. 41, n.
90).
In fact, article 21 states that the spiritual gift with which
Christ enriched the apostles, "they passed on to their helpers by
the imposition of hands . . . , and it has been transmitted down to
us in episcopal consecration."

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

220
Lumen

gentium

states

in

its

24th

article^-

that

the

teaching

authority of the Roman Catholic Church is found in the college of
the bishops as successors of the apostles.
vas

given

himself. ^

to

the

and

to

their

successors

or mission

Christ

In other words,

to teach and preach has universal

all nations and evety individual are to

listen to the Magisterium in order to reach salvation.
power

bv

The Council Fathers teach in the same article that the

"canonical mission"
validity.

apostles

This authority to teach

to exercise

granted through

this

teaching authority,

it

As for the

is believed

the assistance of the Holy Spirit.

The

to be

teaching

authority of the episcopal Magisterium is thus a true service to the

^■Though there is no official English translation of the
documents of the Second Vatican Council (see Joseph Gallagher,
"Preface to the Translation," in Docs, of Vatican II. ed. W. M.
Abbott, p. ix), Abbott's edition Is considered the most authori
tative.
Its text is the one quoted in this chapter.
^The 24th article of L u m e n g e n t i u m teaches: "To the Lord was
given all power in heaven and on earth.
As successors of the
apostles, bishops receive from Him the mission to teach all nations
and to preach the gospel to every creature, so that all men may
attain to salvation by faith, baptism, and the fulfillment of the
commandments (cf. Mt. 28:18; Mk. 16:15-16; Acts 26:17f.).
To
fulfill this mission, Christ the Lord promised the Holy Spirit to
the apostles, and on Pentecost day sent the Spirit from heaven.
By
His power they were to be witnesses to Christ before the nations and
peoples and kings, even to the ends of the earth (cf. Acts 1:8; 2:1
ff. ; 9:15).
Now, that duty, which the Lord committed to the
shepherds of His people, is a true service, and in sacred literature
is significantly called diakonia or ministry (cf. Acts 1:17, 25;
21:19; Rom. 11:13: 1 Tim. 1:12).
"The canonical mission of bishops can come about by legitim
ate customs which have not been revoked by the supreme and universal
authority of the Church, or by laws made or recognized by the same
authority, or directly through the successor of Peter himself.
If
the latter refuses or denies apostolic communion, a bishop cannot
assume office."
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believers.

Finally,

Che conciliar document under analysis^- holds

chac Che authority of the successor of Peter is above Chat of Che
rest of the bishops.^

^-Lurnen gentium's article 24, quoted in the preceding note.
^Dulles notes Chat the normal procedure in Che Latin Church
is that a bishop is assigned to a particular task or diocese by the
positive activity of the Pope, even though the Council here makes it
clear that this need not in every case be so (Docs, of Vatican II.
p . 47, n. 116) .
For a more detailed study of this article of Lumen gentium
as well as of art. 25 and the whole third chapter of this Dogmatic
Constitution, a number of works, in addition to Che commentaries
already suggested, can be consulted.
They represent both the Roman
Catholic and Protestant perspectives. Among Catholic works see, for
instance,
Floyd Anderson,
ed. , Council Davbook:
Vatican II.
(Sessions 1 through 4 ) . 3 vols. (Washington, D.C.: National Catholic
Welfare Conference, 1965-66), especially 2:55-58, 309-42; Guilherme
Barauna and Yves M.-J. Congar, eds., L'£glise de Vatican II: Studes
autour de la Constitution conciliaire sur l ’Eelise. 3 vols. (Paris:
Les Editions du Cerf, 1966-67), 3:723-1009, [see especially articles
by Joseph Ratzinger, Umberto Betti, and Joseph Ldcuyer]; Alexandre
Ganoczy, Calvin et Vatican II: L'Eglise servante (Paris: Les
Editions du Cerf, 1968), pp. 98-100, 111-126, 142-160; Christopher
Hollis,
The Achievements of Vatican II. Twentieth Century Encyclo
pedia of Catholicism, vol. 1 (New York: Hawthorn Books, 1967), pp.
56-81; Peter KrAmer, Dienst und Vollmacht in der Kirche; Elne
rechtstheologische Untersuchung zur Sacra Potestas-Lehre des II.
Vatikanischen Konzils. Trierer Theologische Studien 28 (Trier:
Paulinus-Verlag, 1973); Otto Karrer, Das zweite Vatikanlsche Konzil:
Reflexlonen zu seiner geschlchtllchen und geistllchen Wirklichkeit
(Munich: KSsel-Verlag, 1966), pp. 145-191; RenA Laurentin, Bilan du
Conclle Vatican II: Hlstoire. textes. commentaires (Paris: Editions
du Seuil, 1967), pp. 61-75; Gustave Martelet, Les IdAes mattresses
de Vatican II: Initiation A 1*esprit du Concile (Paris: DesclAe De
Brouwer, 1969), pp. 28-39; Karl Rahner, Theological Investigations:
Volume VI. Concerning Vatican Council II. trans. Karl-H. «.nd
Boniface Kruger (Baltimore: Helicon Press; London: Darton, Longman &
Todd, 1969), pp. 313-360; Peter J. Riga, The Church Renewed (New
York: Sheed and Ward, 1966), pp. 136-176; Xavier Rynne, Vatican
Council II (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1968), pp. 285-95,
313-22, 405-15;
Eduard Schillebeeckx, The Real Achievement of
Vatican
II. trans. H. J. J. Vaughan (New York: Herder and Herder,
1967), pp. 29-32; Catholic Bishops of the United States, The Church
in Our Dav: A Collective Pastoral of the American Hierarchy on the
Mvsterv of the Church, on Her Nature and Function. Prepared in the
Light of the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Adopted bv Vatican
Council
II (Washington, D.C.: United States Catholic Conference,
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For

che purpose of answering Che second quescion,

namely,

how does Che church’s reaching auchoricy function?*- ic is sufficienC
Co address now Che conCenC of Che firsC pare of arcicle 25 in Che
same brief, skeCchy manner.
Discussing Che relaCionship ChaC exisCs beCween bishops and
che Roman Ponciff in che exercise of cheir magisCerium, arcicle 25
explains^ ChaC Che bishops'

reaching muse be done in communion wich

1968); Cardinal Karol Wojtyla (Pope John Paul II), Sources of
Renewal: The Implementation of che Second Vatican Council, trans. P.
S. Falla (San Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1979), pp. 14654.
Among Protestant works see, for instance, G. C Berkouwer,
The Second Vatican Council and the New Catholicism, trans. Lewis B.
Smedes (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Urn. B. Eerdmans Publ. Co., 1965),
pp. 146-77; Jean Bose, "La Constitution dogmatique Lumen Gentium."
in J. Bose et al., Points de vue de thdologiens Protestants: fetudes
sur les ddcrets du Concile Vatican II. Unam Sanctam 64, Prdface par
le Cardinal J.-M. Martin (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1967), pp.
15-46;
Volfgang Dietzfelbinger, "The Council ConClnues:
Third
Session," in George A. Lindbeck, ed. , Dialogue on the Wav: ProtesCants Report from Rome on the Vatican Council (Minneapolis: Augsburg
Publishing House, 1965), pp. 72-94; Kristen E. Skydsgaard, "The
Church as Mystery and as People of God," in ibid., pp. 145-74.
Concerning the Second Vatican Council in general, see Robert McAfee
Brown, Observer in Rome: A Protestant Report on the Vatican Council
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1964); Oscar Cullmann, Vatican
Council II. The New Direction, ed. James D.
Hester, Religious
Perspectives 19 (New York, Evanston, and London: Harper & Row,
1968); John Moorman, Vatican Observed: An Anglican Impression of
Vatican II (London:
Darton, Longman6i Todd,
1967); Warren A.
Quanbeck, ed., Challenge ■__,__. and Response: A Protestant Perspec
tive of the Vatican Council (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House,
1966).
*See above, pp. 217-18.
^Article 25 reads: "Among the principal duties of bishops,
the preaching of the Gospel occupies an eminent place.
For bishops
are preachers of the faith who lead new disciples to Christ.
They
are authentic teachers, that is, teachers endowed with the authority
of Christ, who preach to the people committed to them the faith they
must believe and put into practice. By the light of the Holy Spirit
they make the faith
clear, bringing forth from the treasury of
revelation new things and old (cf. Mt. 13, 52), making faith bear
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Che Roman Ponciff, who holds Che supreme m a g i s c e r i u m . N o c only is
Che preaching and reaching of Che gospel one of Che most imporCanC
among

che

bishops'

duties,

but

the

latter

are

the

authentic^

teachers^ since they are endowed with che authority of Christ.
have

not received their authority

in a juridical way

bishops, but in a mystical way from Christ himself.4

They

from other

The faith that

fruit and vigilantly warding off any errors which threaten their
flock (cf. 2 Tim 4:1-4).
"Bishops, teaching in communion wich che Roman Pontiff, are
co be respected by all as witnesses to divine and Catholic truch.
In matters of faith and morals, the bishops speak in the name of
Christ and the faithful are to accept their teaching and adhere co
it with a religious assent of soul.
This religious submission of
will and of mind must be shown in a special way to the authentic
teaching authority of the Roman Pontiff, even when he is not
speaking ex cathedra.
That is, it must be shown in such a way that
his
supreme magisterium
is acknowledged with
reverence,
Che
judgments made by him are sincerely adhered to, according to his
manifest mind and will.
His mind and will in the matter may be
known chiefly either from the character of the documents, from his
frequent repetition of the same doctrine, or from his manner of
speaking."
^Baum explains Chat the Pope differs from his brother
bishops "not sacramentally but only in terms of jurisdiction and
teaching authority" ("Commentary," p. 34).
That the bishops'
teaching must be done in communion with the Roman Pontiff is
understood if we consider that sacramentally he remains inseparably
a member of the episcopal college of which he is the head, having
universal jurisdiction.
^Sullivan observes (Magisterium. p. 27) that the translation
of authentioum as "authentic" is unfortunate, because the English
term in itsm o d e m usage means
"genuine,"
whereas the correct
meaning of the Latin word is "authoritative."
^"Having completed its discussion of collegiality--Dulles
observes--the Council goes on in the next three articles to consider
Che role of
the individual bishop under the three headings of
prophetic (Art. 25), priestly (Art. 26), and kingly (Art. 27)"
(Docs, of Vatican II. p. 47, n. 119).
4 "Ho w
are men made into successors
of the apostles or
members of the episcopal college?," asks Baum ("Commentary," p. 33).
Quoting chapter 3 of Lumen gentium he explains: "A bishop is not a
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believers are Co believe and puC into practice is defined by Che
bishops,

and che faithful are expecCed Co submit their minds

wills to the teaching of the episcopal leaders.

and

In this context,

the bishops are entrusted with the responsibility of warding off any
error threatening their flock.
Since article 25 goes on teaching matters that concern the
specific dimension of infallibility--an issue which I address later
in the context of Kung's concept of the Magisterium's

infallibil

ity^- -I now pass to consider the Swiss theologian's view on Che way
in which Christian doctrines are maintained in truth,
with

the

role

that

the

Roman

Catholic

Church

in contrast

assigns

to

che

Magisterium for that purpose.

The relationship theologiansMagisterium
As

indicated

in

the

sections

of

the

Constitution

Lumen

yentlum quoted above,^ Roman Catholicism regards the bishops, acting

priest who has been elevated to receive jurisdiction for a new
charge but a baptized believer who has received the complete
sacramental gift of ministerial ordination.'
This means that the
episcopal ministry in the Catholic Church "is not created by a
juridical or legislative act.
. The episcopal college is
therefore a sacramental concept,
. . .
it is linked to the
mysterious structure of the Church" (ibid., p. 34; emphasis in the
original).
^Dulles stresses the difference between "religious assent"
and "total submission of faith."
The first is due to the "noninfallible teaching of the Pope" and to the individual bishop when
he teaches his own flock.
The second is due "to the Pope when he
speaks ex cathedra" and to "the infallible teaching of the whole
college of bishops" (Docs, of Vatican II. p. 47, n. 119).
2see below, pp. 290-94 passim.
^See above, p.

220,

n.

2

; also p.

222

, n.

2

.
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collegially and in communion with

Che Roman Pontiff,

authoritative (authenticum; teachers in che church.
are

encrusted

leadership,

the

and

functions

teaching.

tors," and "theologians."

of

They

supreme

serve

as

"pastors,"

of

God.^

pastoral

"administra

They are both eoiskopoi and magisters.^

theology and theologians have
speaks

To the bishops

oversight,

As we saw earlier, Hans Kung maintains,

church

as che only

a key role

In holding

this

for his part,

that

in defining the way the
view,

he

came

in open

contradiction with the official teaching of the Catholic Church and
under severe criticism by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith:

^Though the expression "episcopal magisterium" is, according
to che Roman Catholic concept, redundant (since those who hold
teaching authority are the bishops and they alone) , we use it to
call the attention to the fact that a number of authors, Catholic
and non-Catholic, consider that the teaching function is shared by
more than strictly the bishops.
On this matter, see the articles
published by JQrgen Moltmann and Hans Kdng, eds., in Concl1tum 148
(Aug. 1981), Who Has the Sav in the Church? (Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark; New York: The Seabury Press, 1981).
^KQng, Freedom Today, p. 82.
Similarly, speaking of the
functions of bishops, prophets, and theologians, Avery Dulles
observes that "for the prevention of schism and the restoration of
unity it is important chat pastors, prophets, and theologians be
allowed to function with a measure of autonomy and that they be open
to correction from one another.
Any effort by one ministry to
absorb or dominate :.he others can only aggravate the existing
alienations" (Dulles, "Successio anosfnl n m n i - -Successlo proohetarum-Successio doctorum." in JQrgen Moltmann and Hans KQng, eds., Who
Has the Sav in the Church?. p. 6 6 . Likewise, Yves Congar remarks
that, even Chough the church as the body of Christ has a structure
and as such is organized, it is also true that "the whole people of
God preserves the Tradition, celebrates and lives the truth received
from the apostles.
The whole Church is apostolic. . . . It is the
whole Church that learns, it is the whole Church that teaches, but
in different wavs■" The New Testament knows "a specific service of
teachers, didaskaloi. Theologians continue this service" (Congar,
"Towards a Catholic Synthesis," ibid., pp. 70, 71, 74; emphasis his).
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You hold that the concern that comes to expression in your
book rInfallible? An Inquiry 1 is not "to the undoing but to the
edification of the Church." . . . Whether or not your doctrines
are "to the edification of the Church" does not depend on your
intentions.
It is a question or fact.
It would not be "to the
edification of the Church" to contradict defined doctrines of
the Church.^
The

issue

is clear:

dogmas defined authoritatively by the

Magisterium are not open for "free theological discussion . "
pronouncements

of

the Magisterium being

regarded as

The

2

the norm of

orthodoxy, Roman Catholic theologians are not supposed to contradict
them.

At the heart of this controversy between theologians and che

episcopal Magisterium is the question whether the correctness of the
church's doctrines

is to be defined by the charism of che church's

teaching authority

or by the scholarly training of theologians,

or

by a combination of both elements.^
In

the

Congregation
precisely
exposed

Declaration

for

against

in KQng's

the

Mvsterium e c c l e s i a e issued

Doctrine

of

"certain errors
books,^

tha

the

Faith

on

June

of the present day"

unique doctrinal

by

24,

the
1973,

like those

authority of

^■Letter of the CDF to Professor KQng, March 30,
KQng Dialogue, p. 82).

the

1974 (see

2 Ibid.

■^The issue of Concilium quoted in these pages, namely, Who
Has the Sav in the Church?. is entirely devoted to this controver
sial matter.
Written by Catholics, Protestants and other Chris
tians , these articles are highly recommended as shedding light on
this question.
^For the complete
Dialogue, pp. 189-97.

text of

Mvsterium

ecclesiae. see

^Though not directly so stated, Mvsterium
issued as a response of the Magisterium to KQng.

KQng

ecclesiae
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bishops is affirmed in che context of "the mystery of the Church,"
whose priestly office is mystically associated with Christ's perfect
priesthood.

By means of this priesthood, the Declaration continues,

bishops and priests are "indeed set apart in a certain sense in che
midst of God's people

. . . that they may be totally dedicated co

the work for which the Lord has raised them up," namely, Che work of
sanctifying,

teaching and ruling.^

As to the role of theologians,

the Declaration affirms that
The due freedom of theologians must always be limited by
Word of God as it is faithfully preserved and expounded in
Church and taught and explained by the living Magisterium of
Pastors and especially of the Pastor of the entire People
God . 2

Che
the
the
of

Here, the task of the theologians is explicitly subordinated
co

the authority of the episcopal Magisterium.

By contrast,

Kung

suggests that the task of the theologians and Chat of the Magiste
rium, both at the same level, are under the authority of the word of
God as

witnessed by the apostles and recorded

Inthis context,

in the Scriptures . 3

it is the specific mission of trained theologians

to be concerned "about the genuineness of tradition and the correct
interpretation of

the original message"

in order to translate

it

afresh for the church and the world of today.^
Still, Kung notes,
to

listen

to

1 Ibid.

theologians

it is not rare that pastors do not want
in

the

church.

There

may

be

various

, pp. 195-96.

2 Ibid.,

p. 197.

3See KQng Dialogue. pp. 91-92; cf. Kung, Freedom Today, p. 82.
4 Kdng,

The Church, p. 554.
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reasons,

among which Cheir having "liccle

time for or interest in

good theology," or "because in their naivety they suppose they know
all the essentials already."

It may also be that they do not want

their faith "to be disturbed."^in which

theologians

have

In any event, warns Kang, "a Church

to

keep

silent

becomes

an untruthful

Church . " 2
How significant he considers the role of the theologians in
the

definition

dealing

with

of

the

correct

belief

controversial

Humanae vitae. As Kdng sees it,

and

issues

teaching
raised

by

shows
the

in

Kang's

encyclical

the question arises as to whether

the Pope, with the very best intentions, is not taking on "excessive
burdens" when in his office of "pastoral proclamation" he wants to
study

"like

scientific
Church . "

a

theologian,"

teaching

office,

that
and

is,

"as

then

a

to

representative of
decide

for

the

the

whole

3

Differlnz views on apostolic
succession
The role of the theologian, according to Kung, is essential
for preserving within the church the transmission of the apostolic
faith.

This

seems

to

take

little

notice

of

the Roman Catholic

notion of the apostolic succession of the bishops.

We just noticed

that Lumen gentium, for instance, underscores the Catholic belief in

1 Ibid.

2Ibid.
3 Kdng,

Infallible?. p. 43; emphasis his.
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i-lie sacramental
notion

stresses

nature

of

both

the

the

episcopal

"continuous,

office.^

This

unbroken

Catholic

replacement

of

previous incumbents by others who follow them in the same office
and

the

mystical

nature

of

the authority which bishops

From the perspective of the church,

inherit.

chough the theologians may be

scholarly fit for accomplishing the role of illuminating the meaning
of revealed truths, they lack this mystical and apostolic authority.
Kving's
addressed,
the

on

the

apostolic

succession

was

already

in part, in my discussion of his understanding of one of

fundamental

namely,

view

components

of

the

orthodoxy-heresy

the principle of authority.^

antithesis,

Still, additional considera

tion of his view, this time from the perspective of the normativity
of

the

Magisterium's

pronouncements,

further

clarifies

Kung's

position on this subject.
The
stressing

official
the

Roman

Catholic

"historical"^

character

view
of

may

be

described

apostolic

as

succession.

Conversely,

the traditional Protestant position has underlined the

"spiritual"

character of apostolic succession as

"a succession of

^See above, pp. 223-24, especially p. 223, n. 4.
^Dulles, "Successio apostolorum." p. 64.
^See above, pp. 186-87.
4The "historical" dimension of apostolic succesion refers to
the uninterrupted transmission of office by direct imposition of
hands throughout the history of the church.
On the other hand, the
"spiritual" dimension of apostolic succession has to do with the
transmission of the faith and mission of the apostles, which does
not require an uninterrupted chain of ordinations.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

230
f a i t h . T h o u g h he shares this Protestant insight--which he wishes
all Roman Catholics could stress more--KOng praised the attitude of
the

United

Lutheran

"Declaration

Church

Concerning

relationship

of

the

of

the

church

Germany

which

Apostolic
to

the

recognized

that

Succession"^

apostles

is

in

not

only

its
the

of

a

spiritual but also of an historical character, ^ a view which Rung
regards

as

"symptomatic

for

the whole present development

in the

ecumene . " 4
The important thing about the Petrine or any other ministry
of leadership, however, is not "the historical evidence of a line of
succession."^

What really matters,

Kdng underlines,

is succession

in spirit, that is, succession in the Petrine "mission and task" as
well as in the Petrine "testimony and service."®
Two

facts

seem

to

have

led

KQng

to

grant

importance to the spiritual dimension of succession.

particular

First,

there

is a question of practical convenience regarding the spiritual needs
of the church.

The important thing is not "the chain of succession"

^-See King's discussion of the historical Protestant position
in his Structures. pp. 106-118, 172ff.
^"Erkidrung zur Apostolischen Sukzession,” Issued by the
Evangelisch-Lutherischen Kirche Deutschlands in 1957 (see Kung,
Structures, p. 170).
^For Kilng's treatment of this matter as well as his
commentary on the United Evangelical "Erkl&rung zur Apostolischen
Sukzession," see his Structures. pp. 172-212.
4

Ibid., p. 171.

5 Kilng,

Christian, p. 496.

6Ibid.
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as such,

he notes, but "the service itself concretely realized.

He explicitly details his point:
To put it concretely, let us suppose that some one could
provide irrefutable proof that his predecessor and the latter's
predecessor and so on were "successors" of the one Peter, that
he could even prove that the predecessor of a long line of his
predecessors had been "appointed" by Peter himself as his
successor with all his rights and duties.
If such a person did
not carry out this Petrine mission, did not fulfill his
appointed task, did not give testimony or perform his service,
what would be the use of the entire "apostolic succession" to
him or to the Church ? 2
On

the

other

hand,

continues

Kung,

if

a

person

had

difficulty linking his office with the original apostle but lived up
to the Petrine mission and fulfilled a task which is an authentic
service to the church as described in the Scriptures, "would it not
then be a secondary--although still important--question whether the
'genealogy* of this authentic servant of the Church was in order? " 3
Kung
apostolic
were.

observes

succession

that
"is

all

even
but

in
a

the

Roman

mechanical

Catholic
formalism,

view,
as

it

It is indeed a general Catholic teaching that an "error of

the episcopal officeholder" is altogether possible, that "even those
standing in the line of the apostolic succession can digress from
the faith . " 3

In those cases, obviously, the spiritual dimension of

LIbid., p. 497.
2 Ibid.,

p. 496.

3 Ibid.
4 KCng,

Structures

5 Ibid.,

p. 185.

p. 184.
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apostolic

succession

has

precedence

over

the

historical

for

determining the validity of office.
The second reason why our theologian puts emphasis on the
importance of the spiritual dimension of the apostolic succession is
that,

as

the

Succession"

Lutheran

points

out,

"Declaration
"up

Concerning

to now no historical

the

Apostolic

proof has been

produced of a chain of episcopal succession.
Not far apart from the issue of the nature of the apostolic
succession

and

the

validity

of

particular

officeholders

is

the

issue

of

question as to who has the decisive word in the church.
This

question

was

addressed

in

a

specific

Concilium, jointly edited by Hans Kang and Jurgen Moltmann.^

Kung's

view on the matter

"Fore

word.

is concisely axpressed in the editors'

The question of teaching authority,

arises with particular sharpness
with

its

powerful

perspective
church?"

'authentic

the editors observe,

"in the centralistic Roman system

mayister<um'."

the question as to "Who has

From

an

ecumenical

the decisive word in the

finds its answer in the belief that "God himself has the

say, the decisive word,

in the Church."

This teaching activity of

God is performed through Jesus Christ, who is "the visible word of
the invisible God."
living spiritual

1 Ibid.,

In addition,

temple,

since the church is the Spirit's

"it is the Holy Spirit of God and Jesus

p. 182.

^Who Has the Sav in the Church?
New York: Seabury Press, 1981).

(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark;

^Moltmann and Kung, eds., foreword to Who Has the Sav In the
Church?. pp. vii-ix.
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Christ

that

continually

leads

the Church

into

the

truth

and

maintains it in the truth.
Some

important questions,

however,

remain.

Most of these

are addressed in separate articles by various contributors to the
same issue of Concilium:
How is what God has to say to the Church through Jesus
Christ in the Holy Spirit passed on correctly?
In what way is
the gospel of Jesus Christ borne witness to in the Church and
the world of today in a manner that does justice both to the
contents of the message and the times we are living in?
Uhat
are the structures by means of which the Church is maintained in
the truth by the Holy Spirit?^
The two fundamental issues they bring u p , i.e., how and by
what

structures

is

the truth of

the

definite answer in Kung's writings.
our

gospel preserved,

matter

of

the

faithful

a

They are intimately related to

basic issue of correct belief and teaching, as

specific

find

continuity

well as to the

of

the Christian

doctrine.
In

contrast

with

struggle with heresy,
the

notions

questions

of

the historical

led the Catholic

"church"

the a priori

acceptance of

movement

which

changed

the

which,

in

the

Church to virtually equate

and "truth,

every pronouncement of the Magisterium.
the

position

Kting holds
the

correctness

a

view

that

of all

and

He is in a sense reversing

emphasis

from

the

authority

revelation to the authority of ecclesiastical definitions . 4

of

In this

^■Ibid. , p . vii.
^Ibid. , p. vii; emphasis added.
^See above,

pp. 65-73.

4See above,

pp. 62-63.

In atrajectory which runs through a
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position,

undoubtedly,

the factual errors which Kttng perceives

in

the history of Che church's dogmatic definitions play a fundamental
role.
Regarding the question as to how the original gospel is to
be faithfully proclaimed today, we have seen

so far

in this chapter

that our author believes that the scholarly labor

of theologians,

helped by a m o d e m historical-critical approach to the text of the
Scriptures,

is indispensable

for assisting the Magisterium in its

labor of correctly explaining the contents of the original witness
of the apostolic church to our m o d e m world.

In brief, his position

may be described as m o d e m and scientific. ^
As to the second question regarding the structures called to
preserve the gospel, Rung sees this magisterial task not limited to
"a

few

individuals"

whole body

in

the

of believers.

church's hierarchy but
He

Testament's

testimony,

which,

establishes

that

is

"it

not

claims

to be

involving

listening

to

the

the New

"apart from the pastoral epistles,"
the

individual

officials

but

the

long and complicated process,
this shift of emphasis may be
perceived by looking at its two chronological extremes. As can be
perceived in the NT Canon as well as in early extra-canonical
Christian literature, the authoritative nature of Christian teaching
is affirmed by appealing to the revelational criterion of orthodoxy,
which in turn is concretely expressed in the teaching of the
apostles and in the canonical Scriptures as norms of orthodoxy.
On
the other hand, in m o d e m times the Roman Catholic Church affirms to
be itself the only legitimate bearer and interpreter of the full
deposit of faith.
In order to affirm the authoritative nature of
its teaching, stress is laid on the authority of its own living
magisterium.
^-Cf. Josd Gdmez C. , "A Summa," in W& W. p. 116.
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assembled community that has the decisive word to say in matters of
doctrine and morals.

The Unity of the Doctrines of the Church
The

historical-theological

classical

orthodoxy,

with

increasing

the

in chapter
importance

outline

1

of

the

, has shown that

conferred

to

development

of

in correlation

the

ecclesiastical

criterion of orthodoxy--especially the normative character assigned
to the pronouncements of the Magisterium--an emphasis was laid on
the concept of the unity of the church's teaching.

It was thought

that the teaching of the bishops needed to be unanimous in order to
be authoritative.

This emphasis,

in turn,

led to regard all views

which differed from the teaching of the majority in the church as
false, i.e., heretical, by definition.
Advocating the imperative necessity of preserving the unity
of the church,^ Bishop Cyprian of Carthage

(248-258 A.D.)

already

argued that this unity was to be found in the unity of the bishops
with

one

another.-*

The

institutional

unity

of

the

church

was

increasingly seen as the best safeguard against "heresy" (different
teaching), a sin which was to be stopped at any price since it led
the church to schism.

The argument ran both ways: heresy was to be

resisted because it threatened the unity of the church, while church

*-Ibid. , p. viii.
In this view, K&ng agrees with the
Catholic exegete Bas van Iersel's position expressed in the latter's
article, "Who According to the New Testament Has the Say in the
Church?," in Moltmann and Kilng, eds., Who Has the Sav?. pp. 11-17.
2 Cyoriar.

Eoistles 75.1.4.5.8 (ANF, 5:397-400).

*Cyprian De unltate ecclesiae (ANF, 5:421-29).
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unity was necessary to overcome false teaching.
more mundane perspective,
emperors

Besides, and from a

from the fourth century on, the Christian

regarded Christian unity as an

indispensable

element

of

political and social stability.
With
status

the

Christianization of

the

Empire

and

the

official

reached by Christianism as the accredited religion of the

state, any form of doctrinal diversity in the Christian church came
to be regarded as a major crime, to be severely punished not only by
the church but by the state as well.

In the doctrinal conflicts of

the first centuries, settled by means of local synods and ecumenical
councils,

the winning positions

reached the

status of orthodoxy.

The losing ones were considered heresies in the technical sense of
false teaching.

As a corollary, the resulting creeds of the church

often began to be used as instruments of coercion of Christians by
other Christians.
In brief,

the notion of the oneness

of the church became

equated with the idea of uniformity of doctrine.
was

to

be

binding

everywhere

and

forever.

liturgy,

a defined church policy or

accepted

and

"catholic"

practiced

church:

universally.

Furthermore,

A

defined

form

of

form of government was to be
was

the

a church temporally and spacially unified.

No

dissentlon was to be tolerated.
safe.

A defined dogma

The

"one"

church

No regional variety was considered

toward the fourth and fifth centuries,

it was

affirmed that what the official church taught in those days was the
very same doctrine of the days of the apostles.
gave

classical

expression

to

the

principle

of

Vincent of Ldrins
the uniformity
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Christian doctrine.

True doctrine,

he wrote,

was

chat which was

believed everywhere, always, by all.
In view of these considerations,

it is not strange that in

his volume The Church Kdng deals with the issue of heresy in the
context of the unity of the body of Christ.

His position, however,

differs from the official teaching of Roman Catholicism on heresy.
A brief consideration of this teaching is necessary at this point in
order to appreciate more distinctly the mentioned difference.

The Roman Catholic position
on heresy
In Canon Law the heretic is defined as a person who after
baptism and while
denies

or calls

retaining the name of Christian,

in doubt any one of

believed with divine and Catholic

the truths

faith.^

There

pertinaciously

that have
are

some

to be
clear

implications here.

^CCL.1963 can. 1325, #2 affirms: "One who after baptism,
while remaining nominally a Christian, pertinaciously (that is with
conscious and intentional resistance to the authority of God and the
Church) denies or doubts any one of the truths which must be
believed de fide divina et catholica. is a heretic; if he falls away
entirely from the Christian faith, he is an apostate; finally if he
rejects the authority of the Supreme Pontiff or refuses communion
with the members of the Church who are subject to him, he is a
schismatic."
Cf. Karl Rahner, On Heresy, trans. W. J. O'Hara
(London: Burns & Oates, 1964), p. 25.
Rahner presents a helpful
discussion of what is "the traditional concept of heresy and the
heretic" in the official ecclesiastical sense, in chapter two of
this book, pp. 25-40.
The definition of heresy in the revised edition of the Code
of Canon Law (CCL.1983 can. 751) is slightly different in form:
"Heresy is the obstinate denial or doubt, after baptism, of a truth
which must be believed by divine and catholic faith.
Apostasy is
the total repudiation of the Christian faith.
Schism is the
withdrawal of submission to the Supreme Pontiff or from communion
with the members of the Church subject to him."
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First, only a baptized person can be a heretic.^athreat

to

the

integrity of

the church's

Heresy is

faith proceeding

from

within the church itself.
Likewise, the heretic is a person who regards him or herself
as an authentic son or daughter of the church.
retain the name of Christian.

He or she wants to

A heretic is not to be confused with

an apostate who denies the faith as a whole and leaves the church.
In addition, error or doubt alone does not constitute heresy
since a contumacious, pertinacious will to reject a truth proclaimed
by the church (error voluntariust is required.
Finally,
set

of

truths

Tradition,

and

"divine and Catholic
which

are

contained

which

have

been

faith"
in

is understood as the

Sacred

proposed

to

Scripture
the

belief

and
of

in
the

faithful either by the ordinary magisterium of the church or by a
solemn definition.
In
heresy.

this

context

Hans Kttng's

case

seems

clearly

one

of

Not only has he been charged of having departed "from the

integral truth of Catholic f a i t h , b u t

he also openly challenges

some of the dogmas of the church, among them the infallibility of
the church's Magisterium.

^Heinemann (3:17-18) points out that according to this
definition, the concept of "heresy" comprises three elements: (1 )
Only a person who has been baptized can be a heretic; (2) heresy is
an error with regard to revealed truth; and (3) one is a heretic who
contumaciously wills to remain in error or doubt.
^"Declaration of the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of
the Faith," December 15, 1979.
See Swidler, Kune in Conflict, pp.
387-88.
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Kune's concept of heresy
Kang's most systematic treatment o£ heresy can be found in
his volume The Church.^
heretics"

is

not

Here,

addressed

the problem of "the church and the

in

the

context

of

authority

or

the

Magisterium but in the context of the church as the body of Christ,
specifically in relation with the unity of the church.
According

to

the

teaching

of

the

Church

one body and must be one body.

the

of

body

heresy . "

used

is

always

endangered.

Kung

writes,

However,
"It

"The

the unity of

is endangered by

Kving reminds us that the young church was itself regarded

3

as heretical,
24:5;

Christ

"2

NT,

cf.

a Jewish "heresy," the "sect of the Nazarenes"

24:14;

28:22).4

"in a neutral

Sometimes,

however,

negative sense.

"3

sense,"
the

(Acts

In this case the expression heresy is
meaning

term

school

is used

or party,

in the NT

he

remarks.

"in a definitely

In this connection, Kving notes,

Much more startling than the fact that the
regarded as a "heresy" is the fact that from
there were heresies within the Church.
This
is not a chance historical phenomenon, but
bound up with the nature of the Church.
The existence

of heresy within

the

young Church was
the very beginning
shows that heresy
something that is

church

sinful nature of the men and women who form it.

is due

to

The existence of

^-See Kune. The Church, on. 313-37
2 Ibid.,

p. 313; emphasis his.

3 Ibid.,

emphasis in the original.

4

Ibid., p. 314.

3 Ibid.,

p. 315.

6 Ibid.,

emphasis in the original.

the
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heresies muse thus be considered a serious challenge for Che church.
It "cannot simply accept thern."^the

synoptic

gospels

to

In fact, all through the NT, "from

the Johannine

letters," we

find warnings

against false prophets and teachers. 2
KOng notes
someone presents
Jesus"

that according

to

the NT,

heresy occurs when

"another gospel” (Gal 1:6-9) or preaches "another

(2 Cor 11:4).

In other words, when someone "questions the

whole basic faith of the ecclesia .

" 3

KQng finds the "anti-Church of Marcion" a movement which "is
most useful in reaching a definition of what heresy is . " 4

Marcion's

intent was not on heresy but on reforming the church which, in his
view after being Judaized,
heresy

was

marked by

needed to rediscover its origins.

"a radical

concentration on

the

Gospel

His
of

Jesus," which led toa "radical reduction along Pauline lines.
Seeing

a sharp contrast between

the gospel of Jesus and

the Old

Testament and its God, Marcion
. . . boldly undertook his own biblical criticism, in a spirit
of radical Paulinism, and replaced the rejected Old Testament by
a canon of the New Testament which consisted of the 'Evangelion'
. . . and the 'Apostolikon'.

^■Ibid. , p. 331.
2

See also p. 327.

Ibid., p. 315.

3 Ibid.
4

Ibid., p. 316.

3 Ibid.
As alredy noted (see above, pp. 191-98), a one-sided
reductionism and a selective concentration on one aspect of the
content of the NT
is, in Kdng's view, characteristic of the
heretical approach of Protestants to the Canon.
6 Ibid.
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Having been excluded from Che Christian community in Rome
after discussions

with

"which

second and

in

the

the elders, Marcion

formed an anti-Church

third centuries

stretched

from

the

Euphrates to the Rhdne and presented a considerable challenge to the
Catholic Church.
Taking "this first obvious heresy" cs a basis for deductions
about the nature of heresy as such, Kdng finds the following points
relevant:
(1) A heresy cannot exist solely on the basis of error, or
else

it would be

very

short-lived.

Heresies

always

draw

their

strength from part of the truth, at times even from the very "center
of the Christian message.
(2)
treasures

Since

the church

truth

have

of

is composed

"always

of

co-existed

sinful

with

some

men,

its

errors."

Unknown truths and errors, unfulfilled tasks and sin on the part of
the

church

have often been"the

decisive

point at which it mounted its attack."-*
remarks K&ng,

reason

for heresy,

the

Many Christian apologists,

took over Hellenistic concepts.

This,

which can be

considered "quite simply an inevitable process," meant in the long

1 Ibid.,

p. 317.

^"Selectivity, which is the essential feature of heresy,
does not only lead to error; it can very often lead to an impressive
degree of concentration, in which a single trait, perhaps a vital
trait, and even, as in the case of Marcion, the real centre of the
Christian message, can be brought out in a new way that is all too
often neglected by the Church" (ibid., pp. 318-19; emphasis in the
original).
3 Ibid.,

p. 319.
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run Chat: essential aspects of the original Christian message, and in
particular of the preaching of Paul and John were overshadowed.3Thus,

"in all ages the Church has been partly responsible

for the rise of great heresies."

From this perspective, heresy may

be regarded as fulfilling the function of "warning and admonishing
the Church," holds Kung . 2
(3)

Over against the opinion of early opponents of heresy

such as Justin,

Ignatius,

and Irenaeus, Kung holds that the reason

why people become heretics cannot be attributed simply to "the work
of Satan,

who brings about apostasy from orthodox doctrine."

Had

the voices of these heretics been preserved, we would find that they
"wanted the best for the Church,

that they acted in good faith,"

affirms

can

Kving.

This

conclusion

be

drawn

from

their

total

commitment to their ideas.

"In this sense Che great heretics were

like

They

the

great

saints."

rarely

took

an

easy

road,

but

sacrificed everything to their faith . 3
In addition to these three points regarding the nature of
heresy underlined by Kdng,

other aspects mentioned by him in this

context deserve to be stressed as well.
Notice first the church-heresy antithesis: Kving holds chat
"heresy" is in opposition to "the ecclesia" since it questions the

^"False accents were placed and false developments took
place, especially in a religion which was increasingly governed by
laws. Marcion was able to put his finger on these weaknesses of the
Church of his time, and this is why his heresy, with all its errors,
had such a success" (ibid., p. 320).
2Ibid.
3 Ibid.,

pp. 321-22.
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whole basic faith of the latter.^useful

Even though heresies fulfill the

function of "preventing the Church from becoming rigid and

paralyzed in its life and its t e a c h i n g , t h e y cannot be justified.
Since they represent "an unorthodox conception of the Gospel," they
must be "rejected and overcome . " 3
Next, in the NT, heresy is condemned "not, as in philosophy,
by

reference

to

a

supposedly

correct

( O p 4 o^

) system,

but

by

reference to the true message of s a l v a t i o n . K u n g states time and
again a concept obviously important to him, that discrepancies must
be

measured

original

"not

message

against
of

the

one's

Gospel .

own
" 3

theology,
When he

but

against

recommends

the

that

the

church should listen to the concerns and demands of heretics and act
accordingly,

he

observes

that

the

church

should

measure

these

concerns and plan its actions "in the light of the Gospel of Jesus
Christ . "

6

Finally,

the

explanation

which

have found for the origin of heresy,

"several

namely,

modem

scholars"

that "heresy arises

from the struggle between majorities and minorities in the Church,

1 Ibid.,

p. 315.

2Ibid., p. 331.
3 Ibid.

^Ibid.; cf. "New Consensus," p. 14 (principle No. 7).
5 Ibid.,

p. 330.

6 Ibid.
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in

which

victorious

majorities

classify

defeated

minorities

as

heretics," is deemed by Kang as an "extreme simplification."^
In this context,
confront heresy?"^

"What is the proper way for the Church to

KClng's answer is as striking as it is simple.

First, love must be the rule even in matters of faith.
the

gospel

of

Jesus

"excludes no one,
be

Christ

again

not even

teaches

false

that

God's

one'senemies . " 3Eventhough

occasions when the lifeandorder

threatened by

us

teachings,

of thecommunity

in which cases

Here
love

there may

is seriously

the church,

"exer

cising the spiritual authority of her Lord, can sever communion with
a

heretic

or

community , " 4
called

in

order

to

protect

and

preserve

the

it always must act in consonance with its having been

"to be

destroying

heretics

the body

heretics,

of Christ

whether

in love .

physically

or

" 3

"The very

'merely'

idea of

spiritually,

must be totally alien" to the church.®
Next

to love,

the basic attitude necessary for debates

in

matters of faith is understanding.

"Finding the ounctum veritatis

in

quoting

their

viewpoints"

instead

of

out

of

context

some

^■Ibid. , p. 321.
In Kang's opinion, "The disputes in the
history of the Church are surely not decided so fortuitously; the
question of who bases his view on the original Christian message is
surely not irrelevant in the forming of a majority and the outcome
of any struggles" (ibid.).
^Ibid., p.

327.

3 Ibid.,

p.

328.

4 Ibid.,

p.

332.

5 Ibid.,

p.

329.

6 Ibid.
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staCemenCs of heretics and "constructing and condemning a carica
ture"

of

church

them3- is not merely a manifestation of the

toward heretics.

The

love of the

church must malce a real effort

understand their valid concerns and demands

to

in order to "weigh up

these concerns carefully, and be prepared to take action on them to
the extent that they are justified in the light of the Gospel of
Jesus Christ.
Finally, and to no one's surprise, heresy should be seen as
a challenge to the church, inviting it to discover a deeper and more
complete unity . 3

That

"it is not easy to distinguish absolutely

between truth and error " 4 means that there is always an element of
truth
heresy,

in heresy
then,

as

well

as

some

errors

in

the

makes it possible for the church,

church . 3

Every

if it understands

the valid concerns of heretics, to discover "something better"** than
the original position of both the heretic and the orthodox.^

LIbid.

PP

329-

2 Ibid.

P- 330.

3 Ibid.

PP

4 Ibid.

P- 332.

5 Ibid.

PP

6 Ibid.

P- 333.

331-

317-

^Kilng qualifies in this way his original assertion that "the
unity of the body of Christ is always endangered . . . by heresy"
(ibid., p. 313) by affirming that "Heresy should be seen, not as
primarily a challenge to the unity of Church fellowship, but rather
as a challenge to the Church to discover a new and a deeper and a
purer unity" (ibid., p. 333).
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To sum up, three salient features of our theologian's view
on heresy are

the

following.

In the

first place,

for Kung

the

essential feature of heresy is its one-sided and selective approach
to the

totality of revelation.

In his eyes heresy

is not to be

understood merely as error but also, and mainly, as selectivity and
concentration
Further,

in

heresy

revelation

and

particular

aspects

is

not

only

from

the

NT

tradition as well,

as

a

of

selection

Canon.

for example

It

Christian
from

is

the

doctrine.
totality

selectivity

of

regarding

in the case of that selective

understanding of the councils of the church which absolutizes

the

position of the First Vatican Council over against the teaching of
the Council of Constance as far as papal primacy is concerned.^
In the second place, Kting holds that truth and error are not
categories which
often co-exist,
heretics.^

can be

Kung,

Since truth and error abide in the positions of both the
what essentially distinguishes one from

It is by no means any amount of truth or of error, holds

but an overall attitude toward the church.

conscience,
convictions.

They

both in the church and in the views advocated by

orthodox and the heretic,
the other?

distinguished In a clear-cut way.

the

heretic

rebels

and

feels

he

must

Prodded by his
stick

to

his

He "does not submit to the authority of the Church . " 4

1See The Council, pp. 74, 112; Council in Action, p. 172;
Structures, pp. 167, 313; The Church, pp. 40, 316, 318-19; IhSffilffigift
1m Aufbruch. 98, 102-08.
Structures, pp. 312-13.
3The Church, p. 332; Menschwerdung. p.
4The Church, p. 323.
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This is what distinguishes the heretic from the saint, holds Kung.
The latter may often be in conflict with the authority of the Church
but will finally accept it patiently and humbly.
Finally,

it must be noticed that Ktlng holds a view of the

church's unity which differs

from the historical position of the

Roman Catholic Church on this matter.
must be united around
explained,
reject

For the latter,

"true and pure doctine," which

the church
is defined,

and preserved by the church's Magisterium.^-

the

teachings

of

the

church

are

considered

its

Those who
enemies,

guilty of the sin of heresy and thus excluded from the community of
the saints.
able

For Ktlng, true unity is achieved when the church is

to understand the view of the heretics,

modify its life and

teaching according to their valid concerns and in harmony with the
teachings of the original gospel.
of Christ

This is how the unity of the body

is authentically preserved,

understanding of Christian

truth

while at the same

improves.

time

Such a view has,

its
of

^-Since the church's teaching authority is believed to be
protected by God's grace from error in proclaiming binding dogmas,
Roman Catholics affirm that this infallible teaching authority is
exercised (1 ) by the universal episcopate when, under its head the
pope, it teaches with moral unanimity whatever doctrine God has
revealed to the church (the magisterium nrdinarium) , (2 ) by an
ecumenical council under the leadership of the pope, and (3) by the
pope alone, when as supreme teacher of the church (ex cathedra) and
invoking the plenitude of his teaching authority he pronounces a
doctrinal definition as binding on the whole church. The second and
third authorities are called the magisterium extraordinarlum. Since
the church's authentic magisterium is infallible, "all are . .
bound to shun any contrary doctrines" (CCL 1983, can. 750.
Cf.
ibid., can. 752, 753, 754), otherwise they must be considered
heretics (CCL 1983, can. 751).
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course, major implications for KQng's concern for the reunion of ail
Christian churches--the unity of the "Ecclesia Catholica."^-

Summary and Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter was to briefly set forth Kung's
attitude toward the principles of authority and succession-tradition
undergirding the
orthodoxy.
the

norms

apostles,

"revelational"

and

"ecclesiastical"^

criteria

of

My intention was also to examine KQng's understanding of
of

classical

the NT Canon,

orthodoxy,

namely,

the

teachings

of

the

the oral traditions of the church, and the

pronouncements of the episcopal Magisterium.

Finally, I planned to

consider the Swiss theologian's position on the issue of the unity
of the Catholic doctrine, which bears upon his concept of heresy.
As
makes

for the principle of religious authority,

it plain

that

KQng's

leading pastoral

concerns

this chapter
(i.e., the

^By Ecclesia Catholica KQng means "the entire, universal,
all-encompassing and whole Church."
There is, in his eyes, a
"Catholicity in time," namely, "the continuity of faith and of the
faith-community,
a continuity which endures in spite of all
breaches."
There is also a "Catholicity in space," namely, "the
universality of the faith and of the faith-community,
which
encompasses all groups” ("Statement of Professor KQng, December 20,
1979," in KQng Dialogue, p. 169).
^As pointed out in the first chapter, by "ecclesiastical
criterion" we mean the notion that authentic Christian doctrine is
preserved only within the church.
From a historical perspective,
the emergence of the ecclesiastical criterion of orthodoxy was the
result of the mainstream church's attempt to counteract the position
of the "heretics" who claimed to possess a secret oral tradition.
The increasing importance attributed to the ecclesiastical criterion
meant that eventually the principle of authority, first expressed in
the "revelational" criterion of orthodoxy, was applied preeminently
to the two ecclesiastical norms of the oral tradition and the
magisterial pronouncements.
In this way, in the Middle Ages, the
notions of "truth" and "church" became almost synonymous.
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reunion of Christianity and the credible presentation of the gospel
to

modern-minded

humanity)

compelled

him

to

confront

the

Roman

Catholic model of authority advocating a renewed authority,

i.e.,

one aware of both what is involved in the original Christian message
and required at the present time.

Though he explicitly stated that

he was not speaking against authority in the Church,

but for it,

Ktlng was also careful to point out that the Roman Catholic way of
exercising religious authority constituted the number one stumbling
block

to

Christian unity.

He

thus proposed an attitude

of

the

church's Magisterium which would reveal its evangelical and servant
nature rather than an authoritarian one.
of theologians

He also advocated the duty

to assist the Magisterium in its teaching activity

through the discernment, by scholarly means of m o d e m research, of
whether the church speaks correctly of God.
Always within the context of the principle of authority and
within the bounds
the norms

of his

intra-Catholic discussion,

Kung stressed

related to the revelational criterion of Christian truth

over against those belonging to the category of the ecclesiastical
criterion.
doctrine
his

own

Even though he may not have dealt at length with the

of revelation nor with the relationship existing between
view

of

revelation

and

the

traditional

criterion of orthodoxy,

his

truth

realm of the latter criterion:

falls within

the

confessed ultimate

revelational

norm of Christian
it is the

gospel of Jesus Christ as originally proclaimed by the apostles and
recorded in the NT Canon.

In Ktlng's eyes the proclamation of the
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apostles

is

the

fundamental

and,

for

all

time,

standard-setting

testimony of Jesus Christ.
As a corollary, Kung regarded the norms of orthodoxy which
fall within the scope of the ecclesiastical criterion of orthodoxy
(namely, the post-biblical oral traditions and the pronouncements of
the Magisterium) as the norma normata of Christian truth,
secondary

to

the

Christian faith.

normativity

of

the

original

i.e., as

sources

of

the

True, both the original apostolic teaching and the

Canon of the New Testament belong to the tradition of the church and
came

into

stresses

existence
the

fact

within
that

the

the

Christian

community.

post-apostolical

or

Yet,

he

extra-biblical

traditions derive their normative value from the normativity of the
original

sources.

The

Swiss

theologian

insisted

that

"Sacred

Scripture is thus the norma normans of the Church's tradition,

and

tradition must be seen as the norma normata."
It must be noticed that King's stress on the normativity of
the Scriptures over against the traditions of the church took place
during

the

first

stage

of

his

theological

development

(in

the

1960's), in the context of the intra-Catholic discussions related to
the

ecumenical

subordinating

awakening
tradition

of
to

the

Roman

Catholic

the

normativity

of

Church.
the

Ktlng's

Scriptures

provided him with the necessary ground for an ecumenical approach to
the issue of authentic Christian belief and teaching (orthodoxy).
On the other hand, it gave him a theoretical support for his call to
revise the doctrinal mistakes of the Roman Catholic Church in order
to

proclaim

the

gospel

to

the m o d e m

world

in

a more

credible
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manner.

In his dialogue with Protestants, however, Kung underlined

the "catholicity" of the NT and questioned the selectivity and one
sidedness which,

in his view,

is characteristic of Protestantism.

The latter's unilateral approach to the Canon, he noted,

is of the

essence of "heresy."
Within the context of the issue of the unity of the church's
doctrine, and in what touches upon the antithesis of the church and
the

heretics,

KQng

Catholicism.

questioned

the

official

teaching

of

Roman

True unity of the body of Christ is not achieved by

merely denouncing a dissenter's position and, after qualifying it as
heresy, by proceeding to silence or destroy him.

The church should

rather pay attention to the concerns of heretics and be prepared to
correct whatever is necessary in the light of the gospel of Jesus
Christ.

In this way,

the church would grow in its apprehension of

truth and should be able to prevent unnecessary breaks in the body
of Christ.
Of particular significance is the fact that, in Kung's view,
the antithesis

church-heretics

truth-error antithesis.
whether of
Kdng ' 3
also

and

"heresy"

mainly

as

simply

equated with

the

There is truth and error in both positions

traditional

view,

cannot be

"orthodoxy"

or of various dissenters.

In

is not to be understood merely as error but
selectivity

and

concentration

in

particular

aspects of Christian doctrine.
What comes out as an important conclusion at the end of the
analysis
criterion

of
of

King's

views

Christian

thus

truth

far

is

that

(orthodoxy)

is

his

confessed

the

gospel

final

of Jesus
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Chrise as originally proclaimed by Che apostles and recorded in Che
NT Canon.

Since "Che writing of Che New Testament is a manifesta

tion of the living apostolic p r o c l a m a t i o n , w e may reduce, for the
sake of simplification,

the two original norms of orthodoxy--i .e .,

the teachings of the apostles and the NT Canon--to one, namely, the
New Testament.
norm

of

Yet,

Christian

a problem remains concerning Kang's ultimate

truth.

Since

he

distinguishes

between

the

Scriptures and the gospel , 2 the question arises as to which one is
indeed his ultimate norm.
An

answer

to

the

preceding

affirming that Che NT Canon is,

question

might

be

found

methodologically speaking,

norma normans for Christian doctrine.

in

Flung's

In other words, the Scripture

constitutes for KOng "the locus" or primordial source of doctrine.
This seems to be particularly true when he addresses intra-Catholic
problems such as the Magisterium's claim of infallibility.-*

On the

other hand, the gospel is Che basic Christian message of G od ’s grace
which sustains the theologian's personal faith.
would not

As such, the gospel

function as a norm of orthodoxy but as Che existential

source of Christian power.

*-KOng, Structures. p. 186.
2 See, for instance, Infallible?. pp. 217-18; Christian, p.
501; and Kung, "Theologie auf dem Weg zu einem neuen Paradigma," in
Johannes B. Bauer, ed. Entwdrfe der Theologie (Graz, Vienna, and
Cologne: Styria Verlag, 1985), p. 192.

•*In other contexts, however, KOng defends the Catholic
approach to tradition (which he labels "catholicity in time")
against what he regards as the discontinuity of Protestantism.
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Apart from this, when addressing the necessities of modernminded

men

and

women, Kung

affirms

that

the

Scriptures,

in

particular those of the NT, must be understood from a historicalcritical perspective if one wants to know the message of the real,
historical Jesus.

Though Kung methodologically regards them as the

norma normans non normata.^ the canonical Scriptures have normative
value for faith only when used as a means of gaining access to the
essence
Jesus

or

of

substance

history

of the

and

his

Christian
original

faith,

message.^

namely,
In

the

the

actual

biblical

writings, holds KCLng, we find the essence of God's message clothed
in cultural and time-conditioned forms.^

This makes it difficult to

distinguish,

the

throughout

the history

of

church

and

theology,

The modern scientific-historicist hermeneutical

criterion

heresy from orthodoxy in a clear-cut manner.

will make every effort to maintain unmodified the essential truth of
the

gospel.

The

question

as

to

what

extent

is

that

possible

involves a decision concerning what is "essential" and what pertains
to

the

shifting

entails as well,

"forms" of
it seems,

expression

of

Christian

truth.

It

a decision regarding what the ultimate

norm will be, whether the NT Canon itself or the current world-view
and horizon of understanding.

^-See, for
Aufbruch. p. 87.

instance,

The

Church.

^See Kung, "New Consensus," pp.
Revelation, p. 196.
^"New Consensus," p.

6

6

p.

36;

Theologie

im

-8 ; cf. Dulles, Models of

.
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This problem was brought concretely into the foreground by
the suggestion of the Conference of German Bishops which, reacting
to KQng's theology in its Declaration of February 17, 1975,^ pointed
out

that

historical-critical

exegesis,

though

indispensable

as

a

help, involves the potential danger of being selective in the use of
the biblical data.

Catholic faith,

recalls the Conference,

lives

out of "the whole of Scripture."

In what strikes one as a statement

drawn

volumes,

from

theologian

one

of

that

a

Rung's
truly

own

Catholic

the

approach

bishops
does

remind

not

permit

our
a

"onesided or even an exclusive preference for some, most 'earlier'
layers,

nor does

it permit discrimination against later stages of

development" within the New Testament Canon . 2
Catherine LaCugna, for her part, suggests that in his use of
the historical-critical exegesis Rdng makes this method to replace
Tradition as the authoritative interpreter of the Scriptures. 3
Moreover,

in

historical

LaCugna's

criticism

view,

above

the

the

Swiss

theologian

Scriptures

as

well,

seems

to

put

despite

his

alleged intention not do so . 4
The model of orthodoxy-heresy advocated by Rung thus seems
to present

a difficulty which can be expressed

in the

following

^The Declaration was issued at the termination of the
doctrinal proceedings of the CDF relative to RCtng's volumes The
Church and Infallible? (For the complete text of this Declaration,
see Rung Dialogue, pp. 94-98).
2 Ibid.,

p. 95.

3 LaCugna,
4

Methodology of Rung, pp. 173, 177-79, 203-04.

Ibid., pp. 173, 174-77, 182-95.
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terms:

Heresy, which according to him can be basically defined as a

selective

approach

to

the

Christian

message,

is

to be

measured

against the gospel of Jesus Christ as originally witnessed in the
New Testament writings.

However, Kiing clings to the view that these

writings share in the "time- and culture-bound images, concepts and
frames of reference"^- characteristic of their time.

To bridge the

gap between the conceptual frame of the biblical times and our own,
and to recover

"the original outlines of the message of Jesus , ”

Kung has

confidence

approach

to

the

2

in the suitability of the historical-critical

biblical

text.

Since,

in

a

sense,

historical

criticism works with the central assumption chat the accounts of the
Scriptures

do

not

happened,^

it

is

necessarily

which,

in principle,

heretical

and

thus

within

who

the

relies

actually

This

"selection"

exegete

they

methods to constantly discriminate between texts in the Bible.
a

the

as

these

implies

for

things

in

discernment

necessary

describe

Canon of

though in a different sense,
condemnable.

This,

of

Scriptures

Kiing regards as

course,

would

mean

a

crucial inconsistency in KUng's theology.
Thus, the specific question that we need to address now is
whether

Kiing's

concept

of

interpretation of the Canon,

heresy

is

consistent

his

own

which he methodologically regards as

the norma normans of Christian belief and teaching.

1-Kvlng, "New Consensus," p.
2 Ibid.,

with

6

To what extent

.

p. 7.

■*Cf. Raymond E. Brown, Biblical Exegesis and Church Doctrine
(New York/Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1985), p. 11.
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does Kiing's scientific theology play a decisive role in his way of
determining what is correct and genuine Christian teaching?

We need

indeed to examine Che question as to which is really KOng's ultimate
norm, the NT Canon or the conclusions reached by means of the modern
historical and scientific ways of thinking.
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CHAPTER IV

MODERN CRITERIA AND NORMS OF ORTHODOXY

The discussion in chapter 3 showed Chat in his confrontation
with

the

traditional Roman Catholic position,

that the ultimate criterion of orthodoxy^

Hans

King asserted

is the gospel of Jesus

Christ, which is to be read in the New Testament using historicalcritical principles of exegesis.
whether

Rung's

The question raised, however, was

scientific-historicist

criterion

should

not

be

regarded as having a determinant role in his way of distinguishing
what he considers to be the true Christian message.

Moreover,

the

critical question was posed whether these two criteria--namely, the
gospel

as witnessed

in

the

NT

Canon

and

the

modem

historical-

scientific approach to the canonical writings--are indeed compatible
in King's model of orthodoxy-heresy, particularly with his concept
of heresy as selection from the totality of revelation.
In

chapter

3

I

addressed

King's

position

regarding

the

principles of authority and tradition, as well as his understanding
of

the

revelational

and

the ecclesiastical

orthodoxy with their related norms.

criteria of classical

It was shown that he clings to

^-We must recall at this point that I am using the terms
"orthodoxy,"
"correct
belief
and
teaching,"
"true
Christian
doctrine," and "Christian truth" as synonyms.

257
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Che

original

norms^- of

Christian truth.

Christian

doctrine

for his

definition of

The task of the present chapter is to analyze the

manner in which Kung deals with the main theological issues raised
from

the

time

orthodoxy-heresy

of

the

Protestant

antithesis,

as

well

Reformation
as

with

concerning

the

the

hermeneutical

criterion of truth undergirding his scientific-historicist approach
to theology.
In analyzing Rung's understanding of the m o d e m issues and
criteria

related

to orthodoxy-heresy,

concept of truth as such.

attention

is

given

to his

This should hopefully clarify and explain

how, in his view, Christian truth is expressed in the Scriptures and
in the pronouncements of the Magisterium.

We should also be able to

appreciate the justification for his use of the historical-critical
methods of biblical exegesis.
The

first half of

this chapter,

therefore,

is devoted to

KQng's notion of truth and the related issue of doctrinal infalli
bility

(the

infallibility of human propositions as

such,

and the

infallibility of both the Magisterium and the Scriptures).
The second half deals with another relevant issue belonging
to King's model of orthodoxy-heresy.
him,

the "old gospel"

needs

The fact that, according to

to be proclaimed to the contemporary

world in a manner relevant to the " m od em horizon" of understanding,
means,
is

among other things,

something

which

changes

that in the church's proclamation there
(the

"horizon of

^Namely, the teaching of the apostles
Scriptures, especially those of the NT.

understanding")

and

the

and

canonical
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something
Kang's

which

theory

must

of

persist

through

"paradigm-change,"

all
which

progress in theology and how, at times,

changes
explains

(the
how

gospel).
we

make

today's heresy may become

tomorrow's orthodoxy, shall occupy our attention in the second part
of this chapter.
elements

This will then provide us with all the essential

of Kang's

concept of orthodoxy-heresy needed

to address

critically his views on this question.

Part One: On the Issues of Truth
and Infallibility
The

issues

of

truth and

together for two main reasons.
infallibility

is,

basically,

infallibility are here
First,

addressed

the theological meaning of

the alleged condition of

the

church

which is divinely assisted for preserving the truths of revelation.^
Second,

both questions of truth and infallibility are at the very

center of the problem of this dissertation.

On the one hand,

the

issue of infallibility is at the core of Kang's controversy with the
Vatican.^

On the other, the problematic of orthodoxy-and-heresy has

to do in essence with the definition of religious truth and error.^

^"The positive content of the term infallibility is simply
'truth' or 'truthfulness'," note H. Fries and J. Finsterhdlzl
("Infallibility," SM [1969], 3:132).
^The Vatican Declaration which announced the dismissal of
Kdng from his position as Catholic professor of theology (see above,
p. 9, n. 4) concentrated on "the infallibility question," thus
making of this the central issue of a controversy that had lasted
already for more than twenty years (see CDF, "Declaration," in Kune
in Conflict, pp. 386-87; cf. "Letter of Cardinal Seper to Hans Kang,
December 15, 1979," in ibid., p. 389).
^See above, "Introduction," pp. 2, 10, 11.
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The
scientists
scholars,

search

for

truth,^

and historians^
is

of

interest

which

is the endeavor of natural

as

well

as of philosophers

to

theologians,

central place in the Christian religion.

too,^

and

and other
occupies

a

Though no one today would

seriously assert that truth in science and the humanities and truth
in religion are verified in the same way,^ the fact is that theology
as well as the other disciplines of knowledge share an interest in
truth which constitutes an essential characteristic of human beings

^■The term "truth" is a very general one.
Though it
frequently requires qualification--we can speak of scientific truth,
historical truth,
factual truth, mathematical truth, juridical
truth, moral truth, personal truth, and so on--it is generally
recognized that the common meaning of the term is "conformity with
fact" or "agreement with reality"; in general, "correctness" and
"verity" of statement or thought as opposed to their "wrongness" and
"falsity"
(See "Truth," The Oxford English Dictionary [1933],
11:435).
Thus, in common usage "truth" is taken to involve an
agreement or correspondence between what is said or just thought and
what is so.
It is in this sense that I am using the term here (Cf.
Robert P. Scharlemann, The Being of God: Theology and the Experience
of Truth [New York: Seabury Press, 1981], p. 11).
^Vhen a scientific description or a historical statement is
said to be "true," what is usually meant is that it corresponds to
the facts, which, in the first case, may be verified by scientific
tests, and in the second, either by living witnesses or by
documents.
Regarding the notion of truth as correspondence with
facts, see the discussion below, on pp. 262-67.
^Kdng points out correctly that even though theology must
aspire to clarity, "it cannot expect to find the kind of clarity
offered by mathematics and the cognate sciences, as long as the
latter simply claim to depict the object and the objective sphere
without asking what lies behind them" (Infallible?■ p. 168).
^Some even think of theology as a matter of confession but
not of verification.
Hilary Putnam observes that with the increase
in admiration for the exact sciences which is a characteristic of
the "cultural tide" of our time, some have argued that there is no
knowledge to be found in other disciplines or sciences (Putnam,
Reason. Truth and History [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1981], p. 150).
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as such.l

Moreover, as it was mentioned in the first chapter, the

categories of orthodoxy and heresy appeared in the history of the
Christian church due precisely to the Christians' concern for truth
and the preservation of the authentic Christian teaching.^
The urgent question at this point is, specifically, what is
"truth"?

In other words, what do we mean when we say that what is

expressed

in a given proposition is true?

philosophical nature.

This

is a problem of

Though a lengthy and technically detailed

study of the philosophical understanding of the nature of truth is
beyond the scope of this dissertation, some attention should be paid
to the matter at the outset of this discussion.

A brief review of

the main philosophical theories of truth seems indispensable for a
better understanding of our analysis of Ktlng's concept of truth.

Main Philosophical Theories
of Truth
Discussions
complex."^
tive ,

that

truth

in modern

philosophy

are

"extremely

It may be affirmed, however, from a historical perspec
the

following four:
ative . 4

about

main

theories

correspondence,

Of these,

of

truth

coherence,

can

be

reduced

pragmatic,

to

the

and perform

the most common in the history of philosophy is

^-Cf. Scharlemann, The Being of God, p. vii.
^See above, pp. 23-25.
•^See Anthony C. Thiselton, "Truth," NIDNTT (1986), 3:894.
4Vincent Brdmmer asserts that these four theories of truth
are the basic ones, of which all other theories are variations. He
presents a brief description of them in his volume Theo.ogv and
Philosophical Inquiry: An Introduction (Philadelphia: Westminster
Press, 1982), pp. 169-181.
See also A. C. Ewing's survey of the
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the so-called
influence by

"correspondence theory,"
the

"coherence

followed in importance and

theory.It

is

sufficient

for

my

purposes to briefly consider the main characteristics of these two
views as stated by both their chief proponents and critics.

The correspondence theory
The basic tenet of the correspondence theory is that beliefs
or statements are true to the extent that they represent accurately
the things in themselves of which they are mental images.
Plato already in his Sonhist attempted to demonstrate that
"opinion"--i.e., the

affirmation or

denial which

takes

place

in

silence and in the mind only^--exists in our minds either as true or

correspondence, coherence, and pragmatist theories in his The
Fundamental Questions of Philosophy (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1951), chap. 3. Alan R. White discusses the same "three traditional
theories" in his book Truth. Problems in Philosophy series (Garden
City, New York: Anchor Books, Doubleday & Co., 1970), pp. 102-27.
Other theories are also discussed in this volume.
*Cf. Thiselton, "Truth," pp. 894-896.
For a short account
of the development of the correspondence theory, see A. N. Prior,
"Correspondence Theory of Truth," The Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(1967), 2:223-232.
See also Daniel J. O'Connor, The Correspondence
Theory of Truth (London: Hutchinson & Co., Publishers, 1975); and
Christopher J. F. Williams, What Is Truth? (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1976), pp. 74-96.
For a basic bibliography and a
thorough discussion on the coherence theory, see Nicholas Rescher,
The Coherence Theory of Truth (Oxford: At The Clarendon Press,
1973).
An exposition of the pragmatic theory is found in William
James' The Meaning of Truth: A Sequel to "Pragmatism" (New York:
Longmans, Green, and Co, 1909).
^Plato Soohlst 264. The English translation of Plato's work
used here is Benjamin Jowett's, in The Dialogues of Plato. Great
Books of the Western World, vol. 7, Plato. ed. Robert Maynard
Hutchins (Chicago, London, and Toronto: Encyclopaedia Britannica,
1952), pp. 551-79.
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false.1

Equating

thought

and

speech, ^

he

affirmed

that

sentence must necessarily have a certain quality," namely,
be

either

true

or

false.

the

false

or

true.

To use his own example,

This

"and

true

something

flying

somebody,

"The

says

what

says

is

what

is

"every
it must

true"

about

other

than

it is false that Theaetetus

is

if he is not flying, and it is true that he sits if he sits.

can

be

regarded

as

the

earliest

known

exposition

of

the

correspondence theory.
Though Aristotle
Plato,

his

famous

took the correspondence

dictum has been

statement of that theory . 4

theory over from

regarded by some as the first

It goes as follows: "To say of what is

that it is not, or of what is not that it is. is false, while to say
of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is true . " 3
Among Christian philosophers, Augustine held the correspond
ence theory when he affirmed that "the true is that which is."*’

1Plato Sophist 263 (The Dialogues of Plato, p. 577).
^"That what is called thought is the unuttered conversation
of the soul with herself" (ibid.).
3Plato Sophist 263 (The Dialogues of Plato, p. 576).
4See Stephan Kfimer, What Is Philosophy? (London:
Press, 1969), p. 101. Cf. Williams, What Is Truth?, p. 74.

Penguin

3Aristotle Metaphysics 4.7.25 (1011b).
See The Works of
Aristotle. Volume I . Great Books of the Western World, vol. 8 ,
Aristotle: I . trans. W. D. Ross, ed. Robert Maynard Hutchins
(Chicago, London, and Toronto: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952),
p. 531.
3Augustine Soliloaulorum 2.5 (£]*, 32:888).
Or, "truth is
that which shows forth what is" (Augustine De vera relieione 36.66
[EL. 34:151]).
Cf. Aquinas Snnmin Theologies 1, Q.16, 1 (see St.
Thomas Aquinas, Suirnna Theologiae: Latin Text and English Transla
tion. Intro-duction. Notes. Appendices and Glossaries. 60 vols. [New
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Thomas
definition,

Aquinas

it

intellect but

would

observed
seem

that

in things.^

primarily in the

that
truth

according
does

to

not

Augustine's

reside

Since Aquinas believes

that

in

the

"truth is

intellect and secondarily in things," he prefers

the definition, which has become a classic statement of the corre
spondence

theory,

"Truth is

the equalizing of

the

thing and

the

mind."^
We may conclude that undergirding the ancient and medieval
concepts of truth--which can be conceived as early versions of the
"correspondence theory"--is the notion that truth is objective and
may be known objectively.^
The correspondence

theory is by no means restricted to the

ancient and medieval periods.
without renowned exponents.
the coherence
spondence

theory

In the twentieth century it is not

Bertrand Russell, for instance, finding

of truth questionable,

theory--which

he

describes

as

advocates
"the

the

corre

commonest

among

York: McGraw-Hill Book Company; London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1964],
4:75, 77).
^■Augustine Soliloquinnira 2.5 (£L, 32:888); quoted in Aquinas
Summa Theologica 1, Q.16, 1 (see Sunma Theoloyiae. Engl, trans.,
4:75).
^"Veritas est adaeauatio rei et intellectus" (Thomas Aquinas
Theologica 1, Q.16, 1 [see Aquinas, S u m m a Theologiae: Latin
Text and English Translation. 4:78, 79).
It is probably due to
Aquinas' formulation of this theory that Edward M. MacKinnon
qualifies the notion of "truth as correspondence" as "scholastic"
par excellence (MacKinnon, Truth and Expression: The 1968 Hecker
Lectures [New York, Paramus, and Toronto: Newman Press, 1971], pp.
141-42).
Summa

^ 1 must observe at this point that it is possible to doubt
the total adequacy of human comprehension of truth while affirming
the correspondence theory.
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philosophers"--Co explain the nature of truch:
some

form

of

correspondence

"Truth consists

between belief and

fact."!

in

Another

contemporay exponent of the correspondence theory is Alan Uhite, who
observes that "the Correspondence Theory of truth is correct in its
claim

that what is said is true if and only if

there is a corre

sponding fact.
This notion which in some sense holds a factual,

objective

view of truth is questioned by the "coherence" and other theories.
Let us now address briefly the main features of the theory which is
second

in

importance

and

influence

only

to

the

correspondence

theory, namely, coherence.

The coherence theory
The
judgments
reality.

coherence

or

statements

theory

explains

truth

as

a

relation

to other judgments or statements,

not

of
to

According to this theory, an opinion should be accepted as

true only if it is coherent with other opinions already accepted as
true.
Among

the

Rescher declares
transform

defenders

of the

coherence

theory,

that his book on this particular

"a defunct and discredited philosophical

significant

instrument of epistemology . " 3

topic

Nicholas
seeks

theory

Hilary Putnam,

to

into a
for his

^■Bertrand
Russell,
The Problems
of
Philosophy. Home
University Library of M o d e m Knowledge series, 35 (New York: Henry
Holt and Company; and London: Thornton Butterworth, n/d), p. 190.
^Alan White, Truth, p. 129.
3 Rescher,

The Coherence Theory, p. vii.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

266
part,

defends a philosophical point of view which he labels

internalist perspective."^

"the

Truth, in an internalist view, holds he,

is some sort of ideal coherence

of our beliefs with each other and

with

experiences

our

sented

experiences

in

our

"as

belief

those

system--and

not

are themselves

correspondence

repre

with

mind-

independent or discourse-independent 'states of a f f a i r s ' . I n his
opinion,
others,

"Coherence" as well as "Pluralism” and "Pragmatism," among
are all terms that have been applied to what he calls the

internalist perspective . 3

He

also holds,

correctly,

in my view,

that the "internalist" (i.e., coherence and pragmatist theories) and
the

"externalist"

(or

correspondence

theory)

are

the

two

basic

philosophical perspectives which deal with the issue of truth.^
Among

the

contemporary

MacKinnon pertinently observes

critics
that even

of

the coherence

theory,

though valuable

in some

sense, it does not represent an insight into the meaning of what is
"true . "

3

I
contested

am

of

from

the

the

opinion

perspective

that
that

the

correspondence

things

theory

in themselves

are

is
in

^•Hilary Putnam, Reason. Truth and History, p. 49; emphasis
in the original.
This author distinguishes between two philosophi
cal perspectives, the "externalist" and the "internalist," which, in
his view, affect "about every issue in philosophy."
As for the
externalist point of view, it is identified with the correspondence
theory of truth (ibid.).
^Ibid., pp. 49-50; emphasis in the original.
3 Ibid.,

p. 50.

4See chapter 3, "Two Philosophical Perspectives," in ibid.,
pp. 49-74.
3 MacKinnon,

Truth and Expression, p. 24.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

267
principle

inaccessible

Co Che knowing subjecc,

chac ic is simply

impossible Co discover wheCher one's beliefs are true.^

Thus,

che

coherence and all ocher Cheories give,

in general, a more relativ-

isCic soluCion Co Che problem of cruch.

In Chis connecCion, Anthony

Thiselcon holds

chac

scepCicism abouc
feels

obliged

there

is

in our days a cercain "measure of

Cruth,"

and

resC

conCenC

Co

for chac
wich

a

reason
kind

"our own age
of

relaCivism

reveals exCreme pessimism abouC quescions of cruch."2
affirmed,

Cherefore,

ofcen
which

Ic mighc be

ChaC whaC is aC issue in Che posicion of che

Cwo main cheories reviewed is a confronCaCion beCween a subjeccive,
more relativiscic, and an objeccive concepcion of cruch.

Two Dimensions of Truth
Apart from che cwo basic approaches Co the nature of cruch
represented by the philosophical theories just reviewed,
dimensions of Cruth deserve
upon Kiing's view.

Co be mentioned since

two other

they also bear

They are the "cognitive" or intellectual and che

"personal" or existential aspects.
On Che one hand, 1C is affirmed thaC only beliefs and state
ments can be

said Co be true or false in a philosophical sense.^

Rescher explains:
exclusively

with

"Philosophical theories of truth in general deal
the

truth

of

statements

or

propositions."4

^■Cf. B. Russell, Problems of Philosophy, p. 190.
2 Thiselton,

"Truth," NIDNTT (1986), 3:899.

^See B. Russell, p. 189; Rescher, p 1; BrOmmer, p. 169.

language

4Rescher further explains: "Other uses of 'true' in ordinary
(such as its adjectival use in contexts like 'a true
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Similarly,

Bnlmmer remarks

Chat "In episCemology we are primarily

concerned with propositional truth, that is, the truth of constative
beliefs or constative assertions."^-

We refer to this approach in

the remaining part of this dissertation as the "cognitive" dimension
of truth.
On the other hand, writers such as Eliot Deutsch note that
there

is

a

second

dimension

to

"truth"--reflected

in the

Latin,

Sanskrit, Arabic, and Hebrew terms--which defines it not just as a
property of statements, propositions,
of being,
view,

of human beings

or beliefs;

"it is a quality

and human activities."^

In Deutsch’s

the restriction of "truth" to propositions--which he regards

as the result of "the impact of positivism"--is wrong and unfortu
nate

"for

meaning . "

3

it

robs

the

concept

of

some

of

its

richest

possible

This dimension (which we label hereafter the "personal"

dimension of truth)

is discussed in the following section dealing

with the notion of truth in the Bible, where truth is referred to as
having both a personal and an cognitive dimension.

friend' or 'a true line' or 'a true artist') are beside the point of
concern" (Rescher, The Coherence Theory, p.l).
^Brflima r , Theology and Philosophical Inquiry, p. 169.
For
his explanation of "constative assertions," see ibid., pp. 17ff.:
"We perform a constative in a speech act when we assert in it that a
certain state of affairs exists in reality.
It is therefore
characteristic of all descriptive statements that they have a
constative function.
. Constatives differ from all other
illocutions in that they may be judged to be true or false."
^Eliot Deutsch, On Truth: An Ontological Theory (Honolulu:
The University Press of Hawaii, 1979), p. 1.
3 Ibid.
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Truth in the Scriptures
According to the Gospel of John, Jesus spolce of the great
controversy

between

God

and

the

devil--a

motif

that

may

be

considered central throughout the Scriptures--as a conflict between
"the

truth"

and "a

liar"

(John 8:40-46).

Jesus stated that

the

reason of his coming into the world w-s "to testify to the truth"
(John 18:37).

Moreover,

He affirmed to be himself "the way,

the

truth, and the life" (John 14:6).^
For

the

Christian believer,

foremost Jesus Christ himself.

then,

the truth is first and

Truth has for him or her essentially

a personal or existential dimension.^

This means that the believers

^■According to Geerhardus Vos, "When Jesus, in 14:6, makes
the triple identification between the 'way,' the 'truth,' and the
'life,' and Himself,
. . the context shows that what was
in
question was the 'way' to the place whither Jesus was going. . . .
He is the way to this because He Himself is bound for this. The
identification with
Him furnishes
absolute
certainty
to
the
disciples' arriving there.
This is further made clear by the two
following explicative concepts: He is specifically the truth, the
veritable essence of that region to which He is going; and within
that essence again He is the life characteristically belonging to
it" (G. Vos, "'True' and 'Truth' in the Johannlne Writings,"
in
Richard B. Gaffin,
Jr., ed., Redemptive History and Biblical
Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos [Phillips burg, Hew Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co. , 1980],
p. 345).
2»Truth is the foundation in God's own acts and words,"
notes Gottfried Quell, a notion that is consequent with the general
meaning of the termJl)^^ in the OT, namely, "integrity," or "faith
fulness," conveying the ideas of reliability, firmness, stability,
validity (Quell, "AArj
The OT Term 3 , "
TDNT [1976], 1:235,
232-33.
Cf. Thiselton, "Truth," p. 877)'.
The term is therefore
suitable for being used of persons, expressing "that which predom
inantly characterises their speech, action or thought" (Quell, p.
233). Hence, "when Hosea (4:1) complains that there is no 31 fa
in
the land, by linking the concept with the knowledge of God (tl'A
J"I^I^) , be maintains the line of thought along which he understands
rTfy/ft (and *7 0
), namely, that in every sphere of life truthfulness
grows out of unerring knowledge of God's will" (ibid., p. 235).
In
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relate to Che truth In an existential way, I.e., by listening to the
Word of God in the life and message of Jesus.
It

should be

noted,

however,

meaning that the ward "truth"
Gospel

according

dimension.^

to John

or her

Itself

the

this

is not

the

in the Scriptures.
term has

also

an

only

In the
cognitive

We could perhaps speak in this case of "truths about"

or true statements.
which

conveys

that

In this sense, the Christian approaches truth--

is expressed through propositions--Intellectually,
reasoning

abilities.

In effect,

Jesus

said

using his

that he

had

"heard" the truth of God, and that he was "telling" the truth to men
(John 8:40,45).

According to this saying,

the truth is something

that can be communicated intelligibly, with participation of thought
and language.

This is the cognitive dimension of truth which we

considered earlier in this chapter when dealing with the philosophi
cal theories.
Beyond

the

Gospel

according

to

John,

other

biblical

documents^ make a similar distinction between truth as a personal

Rabbinic Judaism the word truth follows essentially the same lines
as in the OT, writes Gerhard Kittel.
"In the first instance, the
word denotes a human attitude, and on this basis it serves to
express a divine mode of being" (Kittel, "
In Rabbinic
Judaism," TDNT [1976], 1:237).
So, when it is affirmed that "the
very essence of God is * 0 *
. . . . it may be said conversely that
flft^fhas its essence in God" (ibid.).
^-See, for instance, John 8:40-45.
^In the Johannine writings and, in general, in the NT we
find two kinds of "truth," affirms Geerhardus Vos (see Gaffin, ed.,
Redemptive History, p. 343).
"True," in the sense of veracious.
"denotes the agreement of a concept or its expression with the
reality reflected in it."
This is the "ordinary cognitive meaning
of the term" (ibid., pp. 343-44).
The second meaning of true, as
exchangeable with veritable. has nothing to do with God's or Jesus'
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aCCrlbuCe, especially Identified with the person of God and embodied
In Jesus Christ (the "personal" dimension), and truth as conformity
of intellect to reality, expressed through propositions (the "cogni
tive" dimension).
This distinction has been usually described as a contrast
between the Hebrew and the Greek mind.^
this

Rudolf Bultmann relieve

line when he points out that the New Testament's use of the

term truth "is partly determined by the Semitic use of JlfaX
partly by the Greek and Hellenistic use of
that

in the usage of the NT,

which one can rely'

<XXi^2 ioc. " 2

truth refers sometimes

(in the sense of

and

He explains
to "that

)" and thus

'on

signifies

telling the truth.
This second meaning is related to the affirma
tion that Jesus is. the truth, which means that "the supreme reality
cf the things that compose His character is incarnate in Him. The
fulness of 'truth,' which . . . resides in the Only Begotten, must
mean far more than the reliability pertaining to His words" (ibid.,
pp. 344-45).
Truth understood in this sense denotes Jesus' essence
as associated with heaven, observes Vos (ibid., pp. 345-46).
For
more scriptural
examples of
"truth" conveying the meaning of
correspondence with facts, see below, p. 272, and the note 6 on the
same page.
^For a succint bibliography on the disparity between
Semitic and theHellenistic ways of understanding the essence
truth, see above, p. 1 0 1 , n. 1 .

the
of

^Bultmann, "
," TDNT (1976), 1:238.
It is commonly
held that the Semitic and Greek minds are rather different.
Eduard
Schweizer, for instance, elaborating on the matter of the Continen
tal -European background of modern theology points out that the
Western man is interested in answering the question, "What is
this?," whereas
a Hebrew or an Oriental is more interested in
questions like, "What has happened?, What did he do?, Who diu that?"
(Eduard Schweizer, Luke. A Challenge to Present Theology [Atlanta:
John Knox Press, 1982], p. 23).
So, the common view is that the
Greek concept of truth relates to the "ultimate reality" of the
objects that we perceive, while the Hebraic concept of truth denotes
the "reliability" and "faithfulness" of, for instance, God's acts in
human history.
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"reliability"

or

"trustworthiness."^

But on other occasions,

he

notes, truth implies the "real state of affairs" in the Greek sense
(he cites as example John 8:40, 45f.),^ as well as "truth of state
ment" (Acts 26:25) and "true teaching or faith" (2 Cor 13:8).3
This approach is questioned by Thiselton, 4
what

he

regards

generalize
Greek , "

about

as

"a

the

uses

partly with

3

contrast

between

tendency
of

in

biblical

aletheia

and

who criticizes

studies

alethes

to

over

in classical

the purpose of drawing "an unduly clsar-cut

che Greek

and Hebrew concepts

of

t r u t h . I n

1 Bultmann, "
," TDNT (1976), 1:242. Cf. Alfred
Jepsen, " 'emeth," TDOT (1974), 1:313: "Reliability would be the
best word in English to express the idea suggested by rha Hebrew
term used in the O T ."

^Bultmann,
3 Ibid.,
4

p. 243.

p. 244.

"Truth," NIDNTT (1986), 3:874-75, 884.

3 Ibid., p. 874.
Thiselton points out ("Truth," p. 875) that
the traditional claim of nineteenth- and twentieth-century biblical
scholarship regarding the concept of truth in classical Greek is
valid up to a point.
According to that claim, for the Greek way of
thinking, "truth" denotes reality in contrast to mere appearance,
hence
belonging to the
timeless,
supra-material,and extrahistorical realm.
Thiselton concedes that aletheia does indeed mean
truth
in contrast to mere appearance in much of Greek philosophy,
particularly in Parmenides and Plato, but he observes that other
views, such as those of the Sophists and Aristotle, hold a more
positive relation of truth to the material world.
He also cites
examples of the use of aletheia in the sense of honesty and
reliability in Homer, in the sense of standing in opposition to
falsehood in Herodotus, Thucydides, and later Hellenistic writers,
and in the sense of that which corresponds to the facts of the
matter in Homer, Philo, and Josephus.

^Although it cannot be denied that "truth" for the Semitic
mind, and thus in the OT, has much to do with the ideas of faithful
ness, firmness, and reliability, we cannot either set aside Thisel
ton' s observation that, "in perhaps three passages in the Psalms
(Pss 43:3; 45:4; and 51:6) truth stands in contrast to concealment.
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particular, he affirms that Bultmann "too readily speaks of 'the Gk.
use' of aletheia as over against 'the Semitic use'

(TDNT I 238).

Thiselton also finds questionable the claim that in the Johannine
usage of the term there is a fusion of the alleged Hebrew and Greek
concepts of truth.^
What does seem clear,
both in

John

and

in

the

however,

Scriptures

is

that the term conveys,

in

general,

the

idea

of

faithfulness or reliability and that at times it denotes the truth
of propositions as well.
Even
totally

though

different,

classical

Protestant

MacKinnon observes

Scholasticism

that

"no

group

is

within

not
the

Christian tradition has ever laid as much stress on the truth of
propositions
connection

as Roman C a t h o l i c i s m . T h i s

with

the

Catholics'

emphasis

fact must

upon

the

be

seen

in

definition

of

doctrines and their insistence on the necessity of the believers'
acceptance of the truth of these doctrines in order to remain in the
church as members in good standing.

almost in a sensewhich many scholars claim to find exclusively in
Greek
literature" (Thiselton, "Truth," pp. 880-81).
Furthermore,
Thiselton observes that in Prov 23:23 to "buy the truth" can hardly
refer to faithfulness or reliability (ibid., p. 880).
He suggests
that "what can be 'acquired' is knowledge of the true facts of the
matter" in contrast to either false or partial Information (ibid.;
emphasis supplied).
The injuction in Prov 23:23 is to obtain
discipline or, in general, Instruction and education (see Robert B.
Y. Sco '. Proverbs-Ecclesjastes. The Anchor Bible 18 [Garden City,
New York: Doubleday, 1965], p. 143).
1 Thiselton,

"Truth," p. 875.

^Cf. ibid., pp. 874-75.
^MacKinnon, Truth and Expression, p. 132.
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The
expressed
logical

notion

that

truth

is

through clear propositions

support

formulation of

to

the

Roman

its dogmas.^

eternal
are

Catholic
As

and

chat

two premises
claim

of

the

it

can

which

be
give

infallible

it shall be shown later,

King's

notion of truth is aimed at questioning the philosophical support
for the doctrine of the infallibility of the Reman Catholic magisterlum.

Rung's Concept of Truth and
Infallibility
Hans King has been described as a theologian with "a passion
for t r u t h . H e

himself asserts his deep and central concern for

^■On this matter, see Pope Pius XII's Encyclical Human!
generis (Aug. 12, 1950), especially articles 29-34 which deal with
errors in the field of philosophy which are current among Catholics.
This Encyclical teaches: "It is well known how highly the Church
regards human reason, for it falls to reason to demonstrate with
certainty the existence of God, personal and one; to prove beyond
doubt from divine signs the very foundations of the Christian faith;
to express properly the law which the Creator has imprinted in the
hearts of men; and finally to attain to some notion, Indeed a very
fruitful notion, of mysteries."
That "sound philosophy which has
long been . . . a patrimony handed down by earlier Christian ages,
and which moreover possesses an authority of even higher order,
since the Teaching Authority of the Church . . . has weighed its
fundamental tenets, . . . safeguards . . . the mind'.i ability to
attain certain and unchangeable truth" (art. 29).
"How deplorable
it is then that this philosophy, received and honored by the Church,
is scorned by some, who shamelessly call it outmoded in form and
rationalistic.
. Our traditional philosophy, then, with its
clear exposition and solution of questions, its accurate definition
of terms, its clear-cut distinctions, can be, they concede, useful
as a preparation for scholastic theology, a preparation quite in
accord with medieval mentality; but this philosophy hardly offers a
method of philosophizing suited to the needs of our modern culture.
They allege, finally, that our perennial philosophy is only a
philosophy of immutable essences, while the contemporary mind must
look to the existence of things and to life, which is ever in flux"
(art. 32).
^Notice

the

title of Robert Nowell's book,

A Passion for
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the

integrity of Christian truth.^

passion for

truth

that his

It is in the context of this

preoccupation

for what he regards

as

serious errors of the Roman Catholic Magisterium must be understood.
Past errors of the ecclesiastical teaching authority can no
longer

be

argument
truth,

concealed,^

that

they were

holds

Kvlng,

nor

not errors but

explained

away

with

incomplete perceptions

the
of

or inadequate formulations of doctrine due to the ambiguity

and historical mutability of human language.^

The argument used on

not a few occasions--especially when the error of a pronouncement
could no

longer be denied--that that pronouncement was neither an

ex-cathedra statement nor a dogmatic teaching, and hence not infal
lible,

is no longer convincing.^

magisterial errors,

In dealing with the problem of

the essence of KCLng's thesis is that the faith

Truth; Hans Kang and His Theology (New York: Crossroad, 1981).
^■Kflng advances the postulate that "Theology should not exalt
simple faith nor defend an 'ecclesiastical' system but strive for
the truth without compromise in intense scholarly fashion" (Kiing,
"New Consensus," p. 13).
This is principle No. 2 of his "ten
guiding principles for contemporary theology."
^Kung observes
that,
in fact,
what might be called
"classical errors" of the ecclesiastical Magisterium are now
"largely admitted" (Infallible?. p. 31).
^So "Declaration of the Conference
February 4, 1971 (See KOne Dialogue. p. 40).

of

German

Bishops,"

^See the examples pointed out by E. L. Mascall in his The
Recovery of Unitv: A Theological Approach (London, New York, and
Toronto: Longmans, Green and Co., 1958), pp. 221-29.
Regarding
Kiing's use of the Encylical Humanae vitae as a contemporary example
of erroneous pronouncement, many have observed that the teaching of
that encyclical as well as the teaching of Popes Pius XI and Plus
XII on human contraception were not intended as dogmatic formula
tions (see, for instance, Karl Rahner, "A Critique of Hans Kiing
Concerning the Infallibility of Theological Propositions," HomPasR
71 [1971]:12).
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of

the

church does

not depend on

Infallible

propositions.^

His

usual line of argumentation--especially in the volume Infallible?-consists

in

general.

exposing,

first,

the

Then Kdng applies his

problems

conclusions

dogmatic statements and to the words

of

propositions

in

to both the church's

and sentences of the Scrip

tures, in that order.
The

philosophical

and

scriptural

backgrounds

presented

earlier in this chapter should prove helpful in considering KQng's
plea

for

Christian

truth.

Regarding

truth

as

such,

we

are

especially interested in his attitude toward the two aspects which
have

been

truth.

labeled

the

cognitive

and

the

personal

dimensions

My reason for this should be easy to appreciate once

of
cne

analysis of Kiing's arguments is made.

Truth as a oualitv of being: The
personal dimension of truth
"What is truth?" is a question explicitly raised by Kiing in
his book The Church--Maintained in Truth.^

His answer tries to make

^"Christian faith is not a closed, quasi-mathematical system
of propositions, as a theology infected with rationalism tried to
make it, so that it ceases to be true as soon as one of the
propositions is found to be incorrect (hence up to a point the
anxiety to make sure that all propositions are correct)" (Kiing,
Maintained, p. 46). The faith of the church "is indeed dependent on
propositions if it is to be expressed, but it need no<. be destroyed
by false propositions" (ibid., p. 6 6 ). "It has not been proved that
faith in dependent on infallible propositions" (Infallible?. pp.
150ff.).
^Kdng, Maintained, p. 15.
The original edition Kirche-yehalten in der Wahrheit? was published in 1979, nine years after
the first edition of the German original of Infallible?
These two
books, as well as portions of Does God Exist? (1978), are the main
sources for analyzing Kiing's views on truth and infallibility.
Maintained is also Important from the perspective that it was the
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it clear from the beginning
correct,

propositions

that truth means

or statements."^

"more than true,

Since Kang is basing

or
the

main assertion of this volume--namely, the indestructibility of the
church

in

spite

of

secular

prophecies

to

the

contrary^--on

the

theological justification given by the message of the Scriptures as
whole, ^ his

notion

of

truth,

particularly

of

the

church, is to be drawn from the pages of the Bible.
sense, Kiing observes,

truth

of

the

In the biblical

truth means "fidelity, permanence,

reliabili

ty: the absolutely reliable fidelity of the God of the Covenant to
his word,

to his promise, and so to us . " 4

He affirms divine truth

to be a quality of the being of God rather than the real state of
affairs as seen from, say, "God's Eye point of view."^

only one of his volumes specifically cited by Vatican authorities in
support of their action against him by which they stripped him of
his mandate to teach Roman Catholic theology.
The English
translation Includes a poscript written after the Vatican censure,
"Why I Remain a Catholic," in which Kiing responds to the formal
accusation of having departed from "the Integral truth of the
Catholic faith."
^■Kdng, Maintained, p. 15.
Cf. the discussion above, pp.
292-93.
Elsewhere KQng emphasizes that "truth is not the same as
facticity and in particular not equivalent to historical truth"

(Being Chrlgyjgn. p. 41.5).
M ai ntained, pp. 9-11.
^Ibid., pp. 11-12.
KOng is willing to listen to "the basic
conviction running through all the New Testament writings" (ibid.,
p. 1 2 ).
4 KQng,

Maintained, p. 15.

Cf. Infallible?, pp. 220-21.

M h a t is between quotation marks is not Kiing's but Putnam's
wording (Putnam, Reason. Truth and History, p. 49).
KQng further
explains his position: "This is the truth of God: the absolute
fidelity and reliability of God in regard to humankind, of a God who
does not deceive himself or us; who never becomes a liar, however
often he is cheated; who never refuses fellowship, even though it is
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KCng's interest: in stressing the personal dimension of truth
can be understood,

in part,

his book Maintained.
"theological

Here he states that his intent is to present a

meditation"

which he attempts,

from the standpoint of the purpose of

as

upon

the

Christian message

far as possible,

to make

by

means

intelligible

of

"the

persistence of the Church in truth despite all errors," while at the
same time "considering fully the numerous practical consequences”^
included in such a statement.

The concept of truth which emphasizes

its personal character over against che cognitive, propositional one
allows our author to maintain without logical contradiction that the
church can remain in the truth even when it may be mistaken in some
of its doctrinal formulations.
In addition to

this emphasis on the personal dimension of

che nature of truth, Kung elaborates on the humanity of the members
of

the

task.

Magisterium,^

a humanity

which

affects

their

magisterial

He contends that all the human beings who form the church may

misunderstand to some extent the revelation of God.

They may make

mistakes, notes Kdng, because to err is as ecclesiastical as it is
human.

"To err--as we have recently added--is papal: simply because

constantly broken; who does not allow those who lapse to fall away
forever.
It is from this truth, fidelity, and reliability of God
that the believer and the believing community can, should, and may
live" (Kiing, Maintained, pp. 15-16).
^•Maintained, p. 7.
This was also the essence of Kdng's
thesis in Infallible? (1970): "The Church will persist in the truth
IN SPITE OF all ever possible errors!" (p. 175).
This idea is
repeated several times with slight variations in this book.
^This is so as early as 1962.

See his volume May Believe.

p. 29.
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Church and pope are also human and remain h u m a n . T o

Chose uneasy

ac che choughc of magisterial errors, Rung replies chac "there is no
need at all for panic.

Error on che pare of che ecclesiastical

teaching office "in serious definitions of faith or morals is in any
case a fact--and we are still alive,"3 he remarks.
Again, KCng's point is chat though the church may have been
wrong in the past^--as it can be today--in some of its teachings,
policies,

or actions,

this does

not necessarily mean

that

it no

longer remains in the truth and, therefore, has no significant role
to

play

in

primarily

the

modern

on God's

world.

gracious

Its

remaining

promise3 and,

hence,

in

truth

on the

depends
church's

permanent attitude of trust in God.

1In£aUUhlsZ. p- 186.
^Maintained, p. 33.
3Ibid.
^"The Church of Christ . . . is certainly not distinguished
from other human organizations by the fact that there is no error in
her or that in her there is less or less great error, or that at
least in certain fields [we may understand "matters of faith"], with
certain persons [we may understand "the bishops with the pope"] or
in certain cases [we may understand "ex cathedra pronouncements of
the pope] there is no error.
One merely needs to run through once
again the brief list of examples of error with which we introduced
our first chapter or perhaps the Index of forbidden books to agree"
(Kang, Infallible?. p. 186).
For the referred "list of examples of
error," see ibid., pp. 31-33.
^Writes Kang: "The Church is distinguished from other human
organizations . . . only in the fact that the promise is given to
her as to the community of those who believe in Christ: that she
will survive all wrong conclusions and mis-hits and also all sins
and vices; . . . that in her the message of Jesus Christ will
endure; that thus Jesus Christ himself will remain with her in the
Spirit and thus keep her through all errors and confusions in the
truth of Christ" (Infallible?, p. 186).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

280
Finally, his emphasis on che personal nature of truth leads
Kung to affirm that the truth of the Scriptures "means more than
simply truth as conformity of intellect with reality."^-

This view

enables him to reconcile what he regards as errors in the Scriptures
with their faithful presentation of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

"A

deviation from the truth in historical and scientific questions in
no way endangers the authority of S c r i p t u r e , r e m a r k s Kung.
as

the

church

remains

in

the

truth

in

spite

of

its

Just

particular

errors, so the Bible faithfully attests the truth of the gospel in
spite of its errors in some single statements.
that "Just as there is no a priori

It is his conclusion

infallible teaching office,

there is no a priori infallible teaching book in Christendom."-1

so
The

truth of the Scriptures means in the last resort "truth beyond all
true propositions."4
KOng insists,
sentences,

As the term is used in both che 0T and the NT,

truth means

"over and above

fidelity, constancy,

the truth of words and

reliability: the fidelity, that is,

of the God of the Covenant to his word and to his promise."^

^-KOng, Infallible?. p. 220.
Here the correspondence theory
of truth is alluded to (see above, pp. 262-65).
^Ibid., p. 213. "Errors of the Bible in natural science and
history" can even help us to perceive--"not worse but better,”
thinks KOng--through all the temporal relativity of its words, the
real intention of God's revelation: "God . . . writes straight even
on crooked lines" (ibid., p. 219).
■^Ibid. , p. 219. I shall return to the issue of the infallibilty of biblical statements (see below, pp. 292ff).
4Ibid., p. 220.
^Ibid., pp. 220-21; emphasis in the original.
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Truth as propositional; The cogni
tive dimension of truth
Does all this mean that Kilng denies all objective, cognitive
dimension of truth?
being,

never

Are we to regard truth merely as a quality of

understanding

it

as

conformity

of

intellect

with

reality and expressed through propositions?
The question may be answered by reflecting, first, on Kang's
concept of "error",^ the category that is logically the opposite of
"truth."

This

methodological

approach

is suggested not

only

by

Kang's explicit use of the antithesis "error-truth" with respect to

^•It is the opinion of Karl Rahner that in Infallible? Kung
has not developed an adequate theory of error, i.e., that he has not
considered the difference between error and statements which, though
inadequate and historically limited, are in the final analysis not
wrong (see Rahner, "Kritik an Hans KClng," StiZt 186 [1970]: 361-77;
Eng. trans. by Kenneth Baker, "A Critique of Hans Kung: Concerning
the Infallibility of Theological Propositions," in HomPastR. May
1971, pp. 10-26; see in particular pp. 17, 22, 25; hereafter
referred to as Rahner, "A Critique").
States the German theologian:
"KQng should have been able to develop a theologically deeper and
more radical concept of truth in order to say what 'error' in
theology really means.
He really had the obligation to do this in
his research" (Rahner, "A Critique," p. 22).
However, as Kung also
observes, Rahner recognizes that "a theory truly satisfying . . . of
how error on the one hand and historical finiteness, inadequacy and
misunderstandability of a human proposition on the other hand can be
exactly distinguished, does not yet exist" (ibid., p. 18; for KQng's
observation, see his "Im Interesse der Sache: Ancwort an Karl
Rahner," in StiZt 96 [1971]: 43-64; trans. Kenneth Baker, "To Get to
the Heart of the Matter: Answer to Karl Rahner," in HomPastR. June
1971, p. 24).
Though Rahner demands of Kdng what nobody has
accomplished, Kung grants that "obviously it would be a good thing
to give more thought to error than I was able to do within the
limits of my book" (Kang, "To Get to the Heart," p. 25). He points
out, however, that "from the first page to the last one the book
says a great deal about error, to Rahner's chagrin" (ibid., p. 24);
then he adds: "I have not the slightest intention of providing a
'theory of error' developed either by the scholastics or by Rahner
himself," i.e., to rescue some a priori infallible propositions of
the Magisterium "which apparently cannot stand up under the
concentrated fire of exegetical, historical,
philosophical and
theological criticism" (ibid.).
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the tradition of the church^ but also, and especially, by his claim
chat

ch=

errors. ^

truth

church

has

Obviously,

committed
if

there

propositionally, there

both

factual

vere no
would

be

and

possibility
no

possible

propositional
of expressing
propositional

error either.
1c is important for the understanding of Kung's concept of
truth-error

to

inquire

about

ecclesiastical Magisterium.
be errors?^

the

"classical

errors"

of

the

Besides, why does he consider them to

In ascertaining KCng's criteria of error we may at the

same time, by implication, come to a clearer understanding of what
his criteria of cognitive truth are.
In

the

first

chapter

of his volume

Infallible?^

and

the

third one of Maintained.^ Kdng provides us with an answer to the

^As, for instance, in expressions such as
persistence of the Church in truth, despite all errors"
p. 68), and, "In the last resort the Church does not
errors but by the truth of the gospel, which is able to
alongside numerous and serious errors" (ibid., p. 35).

these: "The
(Maintained,
live by its
prevail even

^"The errors of the ecclesiastical teaching office are
numerous and serious," remarks KCkng (Infallible?. p.31).
He
presents a list of what he labels "classical errors" of the church's
Magisterium (ibid., pp. 31-33).
^KOng himself raises a similar question as to why some
statements should be considered to be true.
"Even according to the
usual teaching"--he says--"dogmas are not true because they have
been defined; they are defined because they are true.
Why then are
they true? . . . What then is the criterion to be if we have to
allow for errors on the part of the ecclesiastical magisterium . . .
?" (KOng, Maintained, p. 39; emphasis his).
4See pp. 31-32.
^See pp. 33-35.
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first question.
errors

of

the

As cited there,^ here is a list of the classical
Catholic

Magisterium:

(1)

the

excommunication

of

Photius,^ (2) the prohibition of interest at the beginning of modern
times,^
(4)

(3) the condemnation of the scientific theory of Galileo,4

the condemnation of new forms of worship in the Rites contro

versy in India, China, and Japan,^ (5) the definition of the Council
of Trent on the transmission of original sin through procreation,^
(6) the definition of the same council on the sacramental character

^The examples numbered (1) through (4), and (9) through (11)
in my list proceed from Infallible?. The numbers (5) through (8).
and (12) are mentioned in Maintained. Cf. the errors mentioned in
Mav Believe. pp. 30.
^Photius
(c.820-891),
Patriarch of Constantinople,
was
condemned and excommunicated by Popes Nicholas I (863) and Adrian II
(869-70) in the midst of the theological and political conflicts
between Rome and Byzantium.
Later, Pope John VIII recognized the
rehabilitation of Photius (879-80) and demanded in return the
latter's recognition of papal primacy, which he did, though not
without defending the autonomy of the Greek church (see F. Dvornik,
"Photius, Patriarch of Constantinople," WCathEnc [1967], 11:326-29).
Ring notes that the excommunication of Photius made formal the
schism with the Eastern Church, a schism which regretfully is now
almost a thousand years old (Infallible?. p. 31).
^The ecclesiastical Magisterium changed its mind on this
matter after a variety of compromises, but much too late, remarks
Ring (Infallible?, p. 31).
^The condemnation of Galileo and the measures adopted as a
consequence of this action are essentially responsible for the
estrangement between the church and the natural sciences, observes
Rung, an estrangement which has not yet been overcome (ibid., pp.
31-32).
-’This condemnation is one of the main reasons for the largescale breakdown of the Catholic missions of m o d e m times in those
nations, states KOng (ibid., p. 32).
^"Decree on Original Sin," June 17, 1546 (see Denz. 790, 791).
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of ordination as an

indelible mark on the soul.^-

(7)

the solemn

condemnation (understood in a dogmatic sense) of freedom of religion
and

conscience,

(8)

the

proclamation

in church

documents

of

the

complete inerrancy of the Bible,^ from the time of Galileo to the
twentieth
Council,

century,
of

the

condemnations,
methods
field,

of
the

at

(9)

che

secular

maintenance,

power

of

the

up

to

pope,

the
(10)

First Vatican
the

numerous

the beginning of the twentieth century,

critical-historical
condemnations

of

exegesis,^
"Modernism"

(11)

in

(mainly

the
the

of

the

dogmatic
theory

of

evolution and the historical-critical conception of development of
dogma4 ) and those included in the encyclical Human!

generis.^ and

^-"Canons on the Sacraments in General," March 3, 1547 (see
Denz. 852); and "Canons on the Sacrament of Order," July 15, 1563
(Denz. 964).
^For instance, Pope Leo XIII (1878-1903), in his Encyclical
Providentissimus Deus (Nov. 1893), affirmed: "So far is it from the
possibility of any error being present to divine inspiration, that
it itself of itself not only excludes all error, but excludes it and
rejects it as necessarily as it is necessary that God, the highest
Truth, be the Author of no error whatsoever" (see Denz. 1951).
^In particular, the historical-critical approach to the
authorship of the books of the Bible, to source criticism in the 0T
and NT, to historicity and literary forms, to the Comma Johanneum,
and to the text of the Vulgate (Infallible?. p. 32).
4For the historical-critical
dogma, see above, pp. 91-94.

conception of development

of

^Issued August 12, 1950, Human) generis deals with "some
false opinions threatening to undermine the foundations of the
Catholic doctrine." (For the complete text of this Encyclical, see
National Catholic Welfare Conference, Selected Documents of His
Holiness. Pope Pius XII [Washington, D.C.: Merkle Press, n/d]). The
Encyclical addresses some errors current outside the Catholic
church, such as evolution as an explanation of the origin of all
things, existentialist philosophy, and historicism (arts. 4-6).
Articles 9-39 deal with errors current among Catholics.
They are
described as errors in the field of theology (arts.
14-28),
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(12)

modem

definitions

of

faith or morals such as Paul Vi's

on

birth control in the encyclical Humanae vitae.
Even

a cursory

analysis

of KOng's

argumentation suggests

that the answer to the second question--namely, why such actions,
pronouncements,
appears

and definitions

rather obvious:

truth^- nor with

They

the original

are

to be

considered as

errors--

do not agree either with scientific
Christian message. ^

The view

that

KOng's main criteria of Christian truth are both the gospel of Jesus
Christ and the m o d e m historical-scientifical conception of reality
seems clearly confirmed. 3

in other statements,

KOng denounces as

philosophy (arts. 29-34), and those stemming from the positive
sciences (arts. 35-39). Salient among them are the consideration of
the Church’s Magisterium as "an obstacle in the way of science"
(art. 18), putting forward che opinion that "immunity from error
extends only to those parts of the Bible that treat of God or of
moral and religious matters" (art. 22), the attempt to interpret the
Scriptures "by the purely human reason of exegetes" without taking
account of the Tradition of the Church (art. 22), doubting "the
necessity of belonging to the true Church in order to attain eternal
salvation" (art. 27), the claim that scholastic philosophy (the
method of Aquinas) upholds "the erroneous notion that there can be a
metaphysic that is absolutely true" (arts. 31-32), the defense of
"polygenism" (art. 37), and so on.
^•The Issues of Galileo,
the theory
complete inerrancy of the Bible, and m o d e m
exegesis, for instance.

of evolution,
the
historical-critical

^Thus, KCtng declares that the Council of Trent's definition
on the sacramental character of ordination as an indelible mark on
the soul "cannot be justified in the light of Christian origins"
(tt&inssin&d. p. 33) .
^We may conclude that, in general, the reason why Kung
regards these teachings and actions of the Magisterium as errors is
because they do not "correspond" to reality as m o d e m man perceives
it, or, in some cases, because they are not "coherent" with the
criterion for "what is supposed to be true in the Christian Church,"
namely, "the Christian message, the gospel of Jesus Christ as
originally recorded in the NT . . . and thus Jesus Christ himself"
(see KOng, Maintained, p. 40; emphasis in the original).
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errors those pronouncements or decisions which have proved to have
negative "practical" consequences.^
It should be obvious that the correspondence, coherence, and
pragmatic theories of truth are all Implied in Kilng's criteria to
identify errors made by the ecclesiastical Magisterium.
nature of truth as such,

As to the

this would mean, by implication,

that for

him--even though he does not explicitly say so--truth is not only
personal, a quality of the being of God;

it has also an intellectu

ally verifiable dimension.
Indeed,

though he stresses the personal dimension of truth,

KOng is careful not to exclude the possibility that truth may mean,
at times and even in the biblical usage,
statements.

correct propositions

or

Thus, when he discusses "truth in the Scriptures," he

does not claim that it "cannot" mean true propositions or conformity
of

intellect with reality.

speaking,

truth

propositions."^

means

Uhat

he affirms

"essentially

In order

to

more

exclude

is

than

that,
true,

biblically
or

correct

any misunderstanding,

KQng

^■For instance, Kilng points out that "the Augustinian theory
of original sin as transmitted by procreation" has had negative
consequences "in regard to the disparagement of sexual pleasure and
in regard to the salvation of unbaptized children" (Maintained, p.
34).
Similarly, he sees the doctrine of the inerrancy of the Bible
as having had negative consequences for "the Church's attitude to
the natural sciences and history."
The condemnation of freedom of
conscience and religion has been ominous "for many persecuted
Protestants and
for the position of Catholics in m o d e m society"
(ibid., p. 35).
One could, perhaps, also include in this category
the Photius affair which made formal the unfortunate thousand-years old schism with the Eastern Church (see Kvlng, Infallible?. p. 31).
2KOng, Maintained, p. 15; emphasis supplied.
Cf. Infal
lible? . p. 220:
"Truth of Scripture . . . meansmore than simply
truth as conformity of intellect with reality."
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explicicly states

that he does not mean that propositions

correspond to the reality which
contrary,
faith

has

he

concedes

to make

that

they claim to express."*-

propositions--"of

use"^--even

which

though problematic

the

"cannot
On the
Church's

in nature-*

are

capable of stating the truth.4
Finally,
expressing

truth

it should be noticed that the very possibility of
by

means

of

propositions

himself to expose his views meaningfully.

is

what

allows

Kung

As Karl Rahner observes

*-See Infallible?. p. 161.
This means that Kung does not
discard the validity of the correspondence theory of truth, at least
not completely. Karl Rahner, however, points out chat in his volume
Infallible?
Kdng
comes
into
conflict
with
the
traditional
understanding of propositional truth as "the conformity of the mind
to the thing."
According to Rahner, the relevance of theological
propositions resides in the fact that the "real thing" of the
theological proposition "is ultimately the self-communication of God
in grace to men; on the one hand this self-communication makes its
historical appearance in Jesus Christ and on the other hand is
received in the radical acceptance of human existence (called faith,
hope and love)."
Propositional truth is not, Rahner remarks, just
"a supplementary image of the original truth and reality, which
itself remains unimportant and extrinsic to this 'real' truth, even
when both arc not identical" (Rahner, "A Critique," p. 22).
^Infallible?. p. 158.
See also ibid., p. 157: "Articles of
faith are propositions.
Formulas of faith, professions of faith,
are propositions." Propositions of faith, though :.ot directly God's
word,
are "God's word attested and mediated by man's word:
perceptible and transmissible by human propositions."
-'Ibid., pp. 157-62.
Kvlng's explanation of the problematic
nature of propositions in general is presented in some detail below,
p. 289, n. 5.
4Ibid., p. 161.
I return to the issue of propositions when
we further discuss Kung's view regarding the infallibility of both
the dogmas defined by the ecclesiastical Magisterium and the
statements of the Scriptures.
See the following discussion,
especially pp. 292-98 below.
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in his reply to Kung's view on infallibility; if there were no truth
of

propositions

(i.e.,

no

propositions

which

are

incontestably

true), Kung's assertions themselves that "the church remains in the
truth in spite of all errors,"

for instance,

the verdict rendered on propositions

would be "subject to

as such."^

In effect.

Kung

would have fallen in his own trap had he affirmed that propositions
are incapable of stating the truth, which, as already pointed out,
he does not.^

Truth is dynamic: The fallibility
of propositions
Even though our author acknowledges that truth does have a
cognitive

dimension,

as

we

have

just

discussed,

attempt to totally intellectualize its nature.3

he

opposes

any

This is consistent

with his view that truth, particularly in theology, has primarily a
personal

and

existential

dimension.

Kiing's

position

may

be

summarized in his assertion that theological statements cannot have
the precision of mathematical truths.4

^■Rahner, "A Critique," p. 26,
n. 8; cf. ibid., pp. 18, 20,
21.
"Man lives in the truth only by means of true propositions,"
remarks Rahner (ibid., p. 18).
^See KUng, Infallible?. p. 161; cf. ibid., p. 220: "Even
though there are no propositions in the Bible which are a priori
frae from error, nevertheless there are in fact true propositions
attesting the gospel" (emphasis in the original).
3Ibid., pp. 162-69.
4It must be noticed that Kung's thesis is at odds with the
Catholic striving for expressing dogmas through precise definitions
(see above, pp.273-74,
especially
the quotation from Humani
generis) .
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It

is,

theological
church

will

in

fact,

propositions--for
remain

in

scientifically verified.
observe.
ics.

one

of

Kung's

instance,

truth

main

his

despite

own

all

contentions

that

thesis

"the

that

errors”--cannot

be

They are not based on evidence that we can

Nor are they demonstrable by pure reason as in mathemat

They are truths of faith. ^
Karl Rahner sharply criticizes Kung at this point, charging

him

of

"ptetistic

invocations"

and"hyttnic p r o t e s t a t i o n . T h e

Jesuit theologian makes the point that even "truths of faith" must
be expressed in propositions which are true if they are to exist at
all.^

In defense of Kdng we should recall that he does not deny

this.

In fact, he declares that the church's faith has to make use

of p r o p o s i t i o n s w h i c h ,

even though not free from the problematic

of propositions as such,^ are by no means incapable of stating the

^•Infallible?. p. 187.
^Rahner, "A Critique," p. 26, n. 8.
■^Ibid. , pp. 18-21.
Such propositions do exist, remarks
Rahner, and if Kung were to deny it, "then one could speak with him
as one would with a skeptical philosopher" (ibid., p. 20).
4Kdng, Infallible?. pp. 157-58.
^In Kilng's view, the problematic inherent in propositions as
such includes the following five points: (1) Due to the fundamental
inadequacy and deficiency of human language, propositions always
fall short of reality.
(2) Propositions are open to misunderstand
ing.
This, again, is due basically to a linguistical inadequacy:
the fact that words have different, fluid, often ambiguous meanings.
(3) In translating from one language to another, propositions can be
rendered only up to a point.
Play upon words, for instance, can
rarely be preserved in translation.
(4) Since language is not a
static shape but a dynamic event, propositions are always "in
motion."
Words and sentences can radically change their meaning in
a new situation.
(5) Propositions are ideology-prone. As in
advertising, wherewords and sentences are at times "used,
abused,
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truth.^

Elsewhere

he

insists

on

the

notion

that

even

though

propositions of faith, like all propositions, are prone to ambiguity
and confusion, they obviously can be "true o£ false.
I have noted that in his attempt at coping with the problem
of error
the

in the Catholic Magisterium,-1 while still affirming chat

church

existential

remains

in

"remaining

truth,

in

the

Kung

truth"

distinguishes
and

the

between

an

"truth of proposi

tions."4
Regarding the specific issue of the truth of propositions,
Kung

stresses

infallible,

two

points:

(1)

incapable of error.®

No

proposition

Once again,

is

a

priori^

this does not mean

and exploited," a particular ideology too may make them say the very
opposite of what they originally meant.
As examples, Ktlng mentions
"democracy," "freedom," and "order" (see Infallible?. pp. 158-61).
LIbid., p. 161.
2Ibid., p. 169; emphasis is Kang's.

See also p. 170.

J"The errors in the Church must be acknowledged.
No
critically thinking person can fail to see this," remarks Kang
(Infallible?■ p. 174; emphasis his). To be true, even Rahner, who
sharply criticizes Kang's book on infallibility, acknowledges that
"there has been and today certainly still is much error in
the
Church and in her theology.
This error is also amalgamated
much more than one usually thinks with truths and dogmas of the
Church" (Rahner, "A Critique," p. 23).
4This is the principal thesis of his volume Infallible?. as
can be seen from its pp. 173-78.
On Kang's distinction between
existential and propositional truth (which I call the "personal" and
the "cognitive" dimensions, respectively), see above, pp. 276-81.
^Kang explains what he means by propositions which are a
priori infallible: they are "sentences, propositions, definitions,
formularies, and formulas, which are not only de facto not erroneous
but in principle simply cannot be erroneous" (Infallible?. p. 150;
emphasis his).
^Lutheran theologian George A. Lindbeck observes that at the
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that Kung denies to every proposition the possibility of expressing
the

truth.

What

he

is

questioning

is

the

claim

of

the

Roman

core of Kilng's thesis is the idea that infallible propositions do
not exist.
If the Roman
Catholic Magisterium is incapable of
producing infallible propositions, it is "simply because there are
no such things" ("Hans Kung's Infallible? An Inquiry: A Symposium.
Ill: A Protestant Perspective," in America 124 [1971]:431).
Though
he finds Kung’s conclusion admirable, Lindbeck points out some
weaknesses in our author's argumentation.
One of these is due, in
Lindbeck's opinion, to the fact that "Kung has been betrayed by the
equivocity of the German word 'Satz'--which means both sentence and
proposition" (ibid., p. 432). As for "propositions" and "sentences"
or statements, a differentiation can be made, philosophically,
between
them.
According
to some philosophical theories,
a
proposition is an abstract object that serves as "the intentional
object of mental acts."
Another theoretical assumption sees
propositions as "meaning of sentences."
Propositions and sentences
are thus seen as two separate and distinct things, namely, as "the
what-is-said" having an independent reality, and "the declarative
speech act" as such, respectively (see Richard M. Gale, "Propositio
ns, Judgments, Sentences, and Statements," The Encyclopedia of
Philosophy [1967], 6:494-504).
In this way, a proposition could be
defined as "that which is expressed by a typical indicative
sentence" (Antony Flew, ed.,A Dictionary of Philosophy [London: Pan
Books and The Macmillan Press, 1979], p. 271).
This differentiation between proposition and sentence makes
it possible to assert that different sentences can express the same
proposition.
Conversely, it is also possible for two instances of
the same sentence (for instance, when uttered by two different
persons) to have different meanings and thus express different
propositions
(see Gale,
"Propositions," p.
500).
Lindbeck's
observation seems to suggest that KOng would be better off if he
dealt with the ambiguity and fallibility of statements ("written"
propositions or sentences) rather than with the errancy of concepts
as such ("mental" propositions).
In a personal letter written to
KClng, I asked him about his meaning of the word "Satz," specifically
"in the context of your discussion of the infallibility of
propositions in your Unfehlbar?" (Letter of Enrique Espinosa to Hans
Kting, May 14, 1987.
This letter may be found in the Adventist
Heritage Center, James White Library, Andrews University, Berrien
Springs, Michigan).
In particular, I asked Kung whether he was
speaking of the errancy of both written and mental propositions, in
view of the possibility of translating "Satz" either as "sentence"
or "proposition."
Kdng's answer makes it clear that, in principle,
he does not differentiate between proposition and sentence: "Im
Prinzip wurde ich keinen Unterschied machen zwischen 'proposition'
und 'sentence'" ("Letter of Hans Kung to Enrique Espinosa, June 2,
1987," also housed in the Adventist Heritage Center of Andrews
University's James White Library).
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Catholic Magisterium that some of its pronouncements (specifically
its

dogmas--conciliar

guaranteed by

teachings

the assistance

and

of

ex

the

Holy Spirit

error1 even before being pronounced.*
in dealing with

Kung's

questioning

cathedra definitions)

are

to be free from

Indeed, it is important chat
of

the

infallibility of both

magisterial and biblical statements his understanding of "infalli
bility" be clearly elucidated.

He finds it difficult to accept that

the

claimed

apostles,

for

instance,

"an

infallibility

textbook sense (impossibility of e r r o r ) . H e

in

the

refuses to attribute

infallibility, in the sense of "incapacity of error,"4 to anyone but
God alone.
that

by

As to "infallible propositions," he explicitly declares
that

considered as

expression

he

means

guaranteed a priori

"statements

to be

free

which

must

from error,"

be

i.e.,

propositions which are "not only de facto not erroneous," but

"in

principle simply cannot be erroneous."^
His thesis
pronounced by

the

is that in fact all statements,
Magisterium

as

well

as

those

including chose
recorded

in

the

^■Avery Dulles accurately remarks that in Infallible? Kung
essentially "repudiates Che very ideas of an infallible teaching
office and of infallible dogmas" (Dulles, "Hans Kung's Infallible?
An Inquiry: A Symposium.
I: The Theological Issues," America
[124]:427) .
i o h n J. Hughes underlines this point, namely, that what
Kung disputes is "the possibility of propositions guaranteed to be
free
of
error
in advance" (Hughes,
"Infallible? An Inquiry
Considered," IS 32 [1971]:196).
infallible?, p. 81.
4Ibid., p. 82.
5Ibid., p. 150.
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Scriptures,

are

subject

to constant

revision due

to

their human

formulation.
In other words, Kung contends that neither the ecclesiasti
cal Magisteriu-r:'s special charism of truth-1- nor the inspiration of
the

Scriptures^

guarantee

in

advance

the

inerrancy

of

their

^■The Conference of German Bishops, in its "Declaration" of
February 4, 1971, concerning King's Infallible?. includes among
"some non-negotiable givens which no theology can deny if it is to
remain Catholic" the point that dogmas do not draw their own proper
normativeness "from the outcome of the theological debate, nor from
the assent of a majority in the Church, but from the charism given
to the Church to maintain the Word, once proclaimed in the force of
its own truth, and to interpret it unerringly" (see Kung Dialogue,
p. 40; emphasis supplied).
The task of insuring that the church
should remain in the truth of the gospel is entrusted in a special
way to "the Magisterium," adds the Declaration (ibid.).
Similarly,
the Declaration of the CDF Mvsterlum ecclesiae dated June 24, 1973-which was issued as an indirect answer to Kung's volume on
infallibility--quotes Vatican II's Dogmatic Constitution on divine
Revelation Del Verbum (article 8) which states that believers grow
in the understanding of revealed truths, thanks in part to "the
preaching of those who have received through episcopal succession
the sure charism of truth" (see Kung Dialogue, p. 191).
Hence in a
letter to KOng dated March 30, 1974, the CDF insists:
"You do know
which are the presuppositions on which infallibility rests. . .
The Catholic Church believes (see Vatican I) that, due to che
assistance of the Holy Spirit, these presuppositions exclude the
possibility of any error in a dogmatic definition (cf. Mvsterium
Ecclesia£, 5)" (Kung Dialogue, p. 82).
^Roman Catholics have asserted clearly enough the divinely
inspired nature of the Scriptures, meaning that they have God as
their Author.
The first explicit pronouncement on the matter by a
general Council seems to have been Vatican I's "Dogmatic Constitu
tion on the Catholic Faith," (April 24, 1870), chapter 3: "The
Church holds these books [cf the Old and New Testament] as sacred
and canonical, not because, having been put together by human
industry alone, they were then approved by its authority; nor
because they contain revelation without error; but because, having
been written by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, they have God as
their author and, as such, they have been handed down to the Church
itself" (see Denz. 1787).
However, as Bruce Vawter points out,
already
the Council of Florence
(1438-1445),
where the term
"inspire" first entered into the conciliar language, reiterated the
even previously devised "Deus auctor formula" (Vawter, Biblical
Inspiration, p. 70).
It is the teaching of this Council that the
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statements.

His

view

is

thus

in direct

contradiction with

the

teaching of che Roman Catholic Church, and, as far as the inspira
tion of the Scriptures is concerned, with cne belief of conservative
Protestants as well.
What

is

che

criterion,

in Kung's

between true and false propositions?

view,

that

distinguish

If our theologian does not

deny the possibility of expressing the faith of the church by means
of

true

propositions--though

regarded as

in his

guaranteed in advance

eyes

by

their

truth

the assistance

ot

Spirit--how can one know when a proposition expresses
Which propositions

cannot

be

Che Holy

the truth?

are true?

We are still dealing here with the

criterion of Christian truth,

the central question of our inquiry.

While

ultimate

Kttng answers

that

the

criterion

of

truth

is

the

gospel of Jesus Christ and thus Jesus himself, we still need to find
out

what

Kung understands

by

"the

gospel"

and how one

can know

Jesus.
Apart

from and

in addition

to objecting

to

the a priori

infallibility of any proposition, Kdng holds also that propositions

church "professes one and the same God as the author of the Old and
New Testament, . . . since the saints of both Testaments have spoken
with the inspiration of the same Holy Spirit" (see Denz.
706) . So
also the Council of Trent in its third session (February 4, 1546)
affirmed that all the books of the OT and of the NT
should be
received and held in veneration "since God is the author of both”
(see Denz. 783).
After Vatican I, Pope Leo XIII's encyclical
Providentissimus Deus (November 18, 1893) referred to the canonical
books as having been written "at the dictation of the Holy Spirit;
so far is it from the possibility of any error being present to
divine inspiration, that it itself of itself not only excludes all
error, but excludes it and rejects it as necessarily
as it is
necessary that God, the highest Truth, be the author of no error
whatsoever" (see Denz. 1951).
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as

such^-

can

by

He

has

truths.^

no

means

little

propositions,

a view he

conceives

knowledge

of

reality actually is.^
objects

of

knowledge

be

room

regarded

clear

as

mathematical

for

equating

knowledge

describes

as naive

and

as

representation

This notion,
are

as

"so

in

clear

Cartesian,

which

one's

he observes,

immovably

with

static

mind

of

assumes
that

what

that the

the

eye

can

simply seize on them,"4 as it were.
Kung contends that, in seeing the sensible-spatial world as
"simply

extension

.

and

thus

identical

with

the

object

of

geometry," Descartes extended, mistakenly, the mathematical ideal of
knowledge

to

all

sciences.

Thus,

"evidence--that

is,

clear

and

^-And, of course, theological propositions as well.
^Infallible?. pp. 161-62. The question remains, notes Kung,
whether mathematical truth provides a basis for the formation of the
concept of truth as such.
His answer is negative (see Does God
Exist?, pp. 29-33).
^A
theory
whose
"rationalistic
origin"
is
found
in
Descartes, not in Thomas Aquinas, notes Kilng (Infallible?. pp. 162,
164).
Kung is not opposed to a "reflective striving for clarity,
without which
theology would be abandoned to confusion and
destruction" (Infallible?. p. 168; emphasis his.
Cf. Does God
Exist?. pp. 22-26).
On the contrary, among his "ten guiding
principles for contemporary theology," our author affirms that
"religion and rationality belong together!" (KOng, "New Consensus,"
p. 14, principle No. 5).
Though there is a necessity for theology
to aspire to clarity, theology "cannot expect to find the kind of
clarity offered by mathematics and the cognate sciences" (Infalli
ble? . p. 168).
There remains a difference between theology
"striving for the clarity and distinctness that is possible" in its
propositions, and its claiming that its propositions "exhibit a
definitive clarity and distinctness,
that a quasi-mathematical
evidence and certainty have been attained" (Does God Exist?, p. 31).
^Infallible?. p. 165.
"In his demand for clarity and
distinctness, Descartes started out from a naive, static conception
of subject and object," observes Kdng (Does God Exist?, p. 30).
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distinct insight into the matter--was made the criterion of truth,
while truth iself was identified with certainty.
Over against

this idea Kung affirms

that "cognition never

means that the object is known simply as it is."2
knowledge

some

particular

others are left obscure.
and delimits."

aspects

of

reality

In the process of

are

stressed

Cognition "includes and excludes,

while
limits

Thus, all knowledge is provisional and "in principle

never complete.”^

The epistemological criticism of Kant is evident

here.
In brief, Kang is opposed to what ha regards as a static and
rationalistic4 view of truth.

His point is that truth is dynamic^

since both subject and object are always in motion in the frame of
history,

which

itself

is

dynamic.

Since

rationalism

depends

on

1Ibid.
2Poes God Exist?, p. 30.
■^Ibid. It is to the credit of Kant, and of Hegel after him,
that the dynamism of the process of knowledge was understood, notes
KOng (ibid.).
4There Js a difference,
obsarves Kung,
as to whether
philosophy and especially theology are committed "to the clarity of
rationality or to the pseudo clarity of rationalism" (Does God
Exist?, p. 31).
^Truth is dynamic due to the dynamism of subject and object,
writes Kang, following the Hegelian model of a dialectical knowledge
of truth (see Infallible?. p. 166).
The dynamism of the object
means that what we know is itself in motion.
The dynamism of the
subject means that we are not static "like the camera on its
tripod."
Therefore, "perception and knowledge must be part of the
whole movement and not dependent on apparently evident, fixed
definitions and clear theses" (ibid.).
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fixed definitions and clear theses, it never can catch sight "of the
living reality in its mobility, concreteness, and fullness."^
For Christian doctrine

this dynamic notion of truth means

that the church is always "on the road to t r u t h . T h e
gospel

of

received,
alone

Jesus

like

the

Spirit

that

the

church

has

"is merely a pledge" which points into "that future which

will

kingdom

Christ,

truth of the

of

bring
God."

the

whole

truth,

the

the

people

of

As

complete
the

old

revelation,
covenant

in

the
its

journeying through the desert, so likewise the new people of God may
not settle down in "possession" of the truth.
to "the greater truth of the future.”-*
everything,

It must remain open

It may not claim to know

shutting up the truth "in the golden cage of a closed

system, tied to the present and soon to be tied to the past.1'4

The

Epistle

the

to

the

Hebrews,

states

KQng,

depicts

the

church

as

pilgrim community of the faithful who possess the truth merely as a

^•Infallible?. p. 166; cf. Does God Exist?, pp. 29-33.
See
the denounciation of this position in Pope Pius XII's encyclical
Human! generis, above, p. 274, n. 1.
^Infallible?. p. 178.
In what follows, I am quoting from
the section "The Church on the road to truth" (ibid., pp. 178-81).
^Kung, Does God Exist?. p. 31.
Reacting to this view of
Kdng the CDF remarks in its Declaration Mvscerium ecclesiae (June
24, 1973):
"The faithful . . . must shun the opinion, first, that
dogmatic formulas (or some category of them) cannot signify truth in
a determinate way, but can only offer changeable approximations to
it, which to a certain extent distort or alter it; secondly, that
these formulas signify the truth only in an indeterminate w a y , this
truth being like a goal that is constantly being sought by means of
such approximations.
Those who hold such an opinion do not avoid
dogmatic relativism and they corrupt the concept of the Church's
infallibility relative to the truth to be taught or held in a
determinate way" (see Kung Dialogue, p. 194).
^Does God Exist?. p. 31.
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token of the great promise revealed in Christ.

Also Paul stated--in

K&ng's opinion still more clearly than the author of Hebrews--"the
provisional character" of all our knowledge by faith:

"Now we are

seeing a dim reflection in a mirror; but then we shall be seeing
face to face" (see 1 Cor 13:9-10, 12). 1In what has to do specifically with the propositions of the
Bible,

KOng observes

that even though they are not "a priori free

from error," nevertheless, there are in fact in the Scriptures "true
propositions attesting the g o s p e l . T h i s ,
the

question

as

to which

of course,

scriptural propositions

leaves open

belong

to

this

category and on what basis.
At this point the bearing of Rung's dynamic understanding of
truth upon his own model of orthodoxy-heresy seems obvious.
him,

this dynamic view explains why truth cannot be petrified

fixed propositions.
cannot

be

The

living Christian message,

absorbed neither

into

"infallible

For
in

Kung believes,

propositions

of

the

ecclesiastical teaching office" nor into "infallible propositions of
the Bible."^

Truth lies in the total
not in particulars
A
thesis

consequence

that

truth

of his

lies

in

dynamic

the

concept

totality,

of

"not

in

truth

is Kung's

the

particular

^■See Infallible?, pp. 180-81.
2Ibid., p. 2 2 0 ; emphasis in the original.
■^Ibid. , p. 210.

Cf. Christian, pp. 463-68; Maintained, pp.

44-57.
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steps, propositions, or elements of which it is made up."
cannot actually

"tell the

truth by means

Hence one

of a single sentence

in

isolation.
As

Hegel

has

shown,

notes

he,

we

need

basically

three

sentences to give definiteness and precision to what we say: we need
to affirm,

then dialectically to deny, and eventually to surpass.^

In harmony with this pattern, the Swiss theologian suggests that our
train of thought could be expressed in ordinary terms as follows:
"That is how it is; no, it is not just like that; in fact there is
more to it, this is what ±t is like."

And so on.^

Thus, along with

Hegel's theory, "rigid conceptual thinking is turned into a living,

^•See Infallible?. p. 166.

Cf. Does God Exist?, p. 31.

^The dialectical thought of Hegel finds its central signifi
cance in the notion expressed by the German term "aufheben," which
basically means to lift up, and which in Hegel's usage says two
different, though in a sense identical things, namely, to cancel and
to keep by transforming (see KCng, Menschwerdung. p. 245).
The
dialectical "Aufheben" means this: the truth which is affirmed and
regarded as absolute is denied and abandoned, given up ("faliengelassen"), yet in this giving up, it is at the same time resumed,
taken up again ("wieder aufgenommen"), and elevated ("hinaufgehoben:
tollere, conservare, elevare") into a superior unity (ibid., p.
250).
Elsewhere Kdng explains "what is the meaning ot this term
Aufheben. which has become so famous as a result of Hegel's use of
it and which is scarcely translatable into other languages" (Does
God Exist?, p. 146; emphasis his).
The term has a triple meaning,
K&ng notes, and from it Hegel draws these conclusions: "The truth
regarded as absolute must continually be discarded: but, in being
discarded, it must at the same time be taken u p afresh--as relative
moment--and raised u p into a higher unity" (ibid.; emphasis in the
original).
Kung comments that Hegel scarcely uses the words
"thesis-antithesis-synthesis" so often ascribed to him.
What he
means is "the affirmation of a truth that turns into a denial and
then again into a transcending of both affirmation and denial”
(ibid.).
■*See Infallible?. p. 166; and Does God Exist?, p. 31.
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mental dynamism.

Kung upholds,

"Human consciousness

in essence, Hegel's concept that

shares

Absolute itself, which is . . .

in the dynamism of the divine

a subject and spirit moving vitally

through all contradictions."2
Kdng is
the

specific

therefore able to provide a theoretical answer to

question why

the errors

of

single pronouncements or

actions of the church do not compromise its total truth.
errors

in single biblical

statements

which the Scriptures witness

do

not affect

in their totality.

Similarly,

the

truth

Kung holds

to

that

neither the truth of the church nor the truths of the Scriptures2
lie on single propositions or statements.

Just as one can speak of

the church's remaining in truth in spite of its individual errors,
we may also speak of the truth of Scriptures "certainly in the sense
of a testimony to Jesus Christ that, through all defects in detail,
is sound and faithful as a whole."4

Truth is historically relative
As

far

as

theological

statements--either

scriptural

extra-canonical--are formulated by real human beings,
must

"make

allowances

for

a

certain

historical

or

a theologian

relativity

of

2Kung, Does God Exist? , p . 146.
2Ibid.
2We can speak of the truth of the Bible, Kting observes, "not
in the sense of an a priori inerrancy of its propositions," but in
the sense of a testimony to Jesus Christ which "is sound and
faithful as a whole" (Infallible?. p. 220).
4Ibid.
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t r u t h . T h e historically conditioned nature of propositional truth
is due in part to the fact that "words and sentences can completely
change their meaning in a new situation."

Language, Kung notes, is

a "phenomenon of man's historicity.
In addition, our theologian points out chat "a statement of
truth polemically

defined"--such as

Catholic-Evangelical controversy,
usually "® half-truth."

the classic

example

from the

"the just man lives by faith"--is

By this he means Chat "what it states is

correct; but what it does not state is also correct."^

In Kung’s

view,

faith

what

essential
namely,
However,

this

specific

for one's

that

life.

statement
What

affirms

is

it does not state

that

is also

the just man is not exempt of doing works

since

in a different historical

is

true,

of love.

context propositions and

^■Kdng, "To Get to the Heart of the Matter," p. 12; cf.
Rahner, "A Critique," p. 13. Gregory Baum, the Canadian theologian,
holds that it is Rahner rather than KOng who has reflected
extensively on "the Inevitable historicity of truth," though he
grants that Kdng also recognizes truth's historicity (Baum, The
Infallibility Debate, p. 27; see also p. 32, n. 16).
According to
Baum's analysis, Kung reveals his awareness of the historical
relativity of truth in his concept that "every proposition can be
true and false" (ibid., p. 32, n. 16;
see also Kung, Infallible?.
p. 172).
In my analysis of Kdng's concept of truth, I separate the
issues of "the historicity of truth" and "the dialectical nature of
truth," since I regard them as two different things, as I attempt to
show (see below, pp. 305ff). I study the referred Kungian statement
under the latter heading because the dialectical nature of a
statement which can be "true and false" does not necessarily involve
the historical or temporal dimension.
Avery Dulles, for his part,
even though critical of the way in which Kung handles the problem of
the church's abiding in the truth, acknowledges "che limits of
infallibility and the historically conditioned character of all
human apprehensions of the truth" (Dulles, "Hans Kung's Infalli
ble? ." p. 428).
infallible?, p. 160.
i b i d . , p. 171; emphasis his.

See also p. 170.
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sentences can have "an unexpressed secondary meaning," the statement
of this specific example might be understood nowadays as saying chat
"the just man lives by faith (and does no

good works)."

what Kung regards as "the shadow of error”

that obscures the truth

of

the

statement.^-

historical
that

Hence

relativity of

they

address

situations.

che

importance

propositions

specific

of

problems

of

faith,
in

This

recognizing
namely,

concrete

the

is

the
fact

historical

Their wording cannot be regarded as expressing truths

which exist out of the dimensions of time and space.
This
"defensive"

leads

us

to review

propositions,^ i.e.,

the wayin which Kung

refers

to

theological propositions which in

his opinion have to do with the problem of the church confronting
heresy.

The church,

proclaim

the

Kung observes,

"is called upon constantly to

gospel afresh in continuously changing situations,"^

and at times it has to demarcate the gospel from what is unchristian
by means of "defensive-defining propositions

(definitions of faith

i b i d . , p. 170; cf. Menschwerdung. pp. 612-13.
iilng distinguishes at least three types of statements of
faith.
"Defensive" propositions are one of them. The other two he
calls, first, "abbreviating-recapitulating propositions (professions
of faith or creeds)"; they are those formulas of faith which were
not "statements of dogma in the m o d e m sense," i.e., they were not
meant to be "fixed, unsurpassable, . . . excluding new and different
forms."
Faith, Kung holds, was not based on, but found expression
in, such formulas.
The second type of statements of faith consists
in "tendentious-explicating propositions," namely, those statements
which are not essential for the proclamation of the gospel, but that
respond to "reasons of ecclesiastical or theological policy" (see
Infallible?. pp. 144-50; emphasis in the original).
infallible? . p. 149.
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or dogmas of f a i t h ) . H e

grants that the formulation of this kind

of

sometimes

statements

present
course

in
of

of

the

faith,

New

time

Testament.

"the

gospel

"in

Kung

had

the

negative,is

explains

to bo

marked

that,

when

off more

also

in

the

and more

against heresies," occasions arose which required che formulation of
propositions of faith.^

These were either to affirm a truth of the

gospel or to reject heresies, and therefore acquired a binding force
without meaning thereby that they were a priori free from error or
closed

to

correction.^

These

"defensive"

Kung, were a question of practical ruling.

propositions,

remarks

They were definitions

which "may never be understood as a final judgment of damnation on
men."

Tliey

were

formulated

"on

terminology

conditioned

by

the

situation.
Besides,
Kung's

in

"historical"

what

concerns

way

of

the

thinking^

truths
is

not

of

the

Scriptures,

unrelated

to

one

^Ibid., pp. 146ff; emphasis in che original.
^According to Ring, propositions of faith "in the negative"
are particularly clear in 1 John 2:22 (the man who denies that Jesus
is the Christ is the liar
and the antichrist), and 1 John 4:2-3
(every spirit that does not acknowledge that Jesus Christ has come
in the flesh is not from God). These are not positive propositions
such as "Jesus is the Messiah" (see Infallible?. pp. 146-47).
^Ibid., p. 147. This was a question of affirming or denying
Jesus, notes Kung, "not of a faith in propositions.but
of a
proposition of faith" (ibid.; emphasis his).
^Ring's belief that formulations of faith are open to
correction is consistent
with his dynamic view of truth,
in
particular with the notion that there is always for the church a
greater truth in the future (see above, pp. 297-98).
5See Infallible?, pp. 146-148.
^"Historicity"

or

historical

consciousness,

in

Kung's
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particular dimension of his view on the nature of the church.
as

the

church

"is

first

and

foremost

a happening,

historical event"'- (for the church "lives

in this,

a

Just

fact,

an

not in another

world"^) , and thus in its "actual form" and "concrete reality"3 is
made up of human beings4 with all their sin and historicity, so also
the

Scriptures

were written by

historicity and fallibility."3
biblical

documents means

historical

situations

"real men

in all

their humanity,

The humanity of the writers of the

that the latter were written in specific

which affect

the expression of Revelation.^

understanding,
regards reality as changeable and temporal,
in
contrast with the Platonic "immutability of essence" and "timeless
ness" of being (see Menschwerdune. p. 557).
Cf. my discussion on
the meaning of "historicism" and on the historical way of thinking
as a norm of orthodoxy above, pp. 102-08.
1KQng, The Church, p. 23.
^Ibid., p. 21.
3Ibid., p. 411.
4 "0ur Church is very well aware that she is a Church of
human beings." remarked Rang five years before writing The Church
(see May Believe, pp. 28-29; emphasis his).
This means that "wrong
decisions and wrong developments" are possible and are to be charged
to "the human side of the Church" (ibid., p. 30).
"It is human
beings, not God, not the Lord, not the Spirit, who make up the
Church" (The Church, p. 416).
5The Church. p. 37.
Cf. Infallible?. p. 210; "Historicalcritical exegesis brought to light in an unexpected way the truly
human character and historicity of the biblical authors."
See also
Christian, p. 465.
®At the termination of the doctrinal proceedings of the CDF
relative
to Rung's volumes
The Church and Infallible?. the
Conference of German Bishops issued a Declaration (February 17,
1975) in which it recognized both "the influence of historical
circumstances
upon
linguistical
formulations"
and
"the
timeconditioned manner in which problems are raised," but pointed out
that in spite of the former, "an absolutely valid and unalterable
truth lives on in the dogma of the Church" (see Rung Dialogue. p.
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In Rung's
"which

opinion it is this human historicity of

not

textual

only

and

makes

literary

biblical

criticism

criticism,

the Scriptures

possible,

historical

but

and

demands

theological

criticism.

Truth is dialectical
What we have seen thus far is closely related to the issue
of the dialectical nature of truth.^
of

a

statement

cannot

be

Rung's notion that the meaning

understood

apart

from

its

historical

context involves the recognition of a certain dialectical nature of
propositions! truth, i.e., that the same specific proposition can.

97). Similarly, the CDF's Declaration Mvsterium ecclesiae (June 24,
1973) had affirmed that "Difficulties arise also from the historical
condition that affects the expression of Revelation.
With regard to
this historical condition, it must first be observed that the
meaning of the pronouncements of faith depend partly upon the
expressive power of the language used at a certain point in time and
in particular circumstances.
Moreover, it sometimes happens that
some dogmatic truth is first expressed incompletely (but not
falsely), and at a later date, when considered in a broader context
of faith or human knowledge, it receives a fuller and more perfect
expression. . . . Even though the truths which the Church intends tc
teach through her dogmatic formulas are distinct from the changeable
conceptions of a given epoch and can be expressed without them,
nevertheless it can sometimes happen that these truths may be
enunciated by the Sacred Magisterium in terms that bear traces of
such conceptions" (see Kune Dialogue, pp. 193-94).
Thus, though it
implicitly grants Rung certain points, the CDF's declaration like
that of the German Bishops' Conference underlines that, "As for the
meaning of the dogmatic formulas, this remains ever true and
constant in the Church, even when it is expressed with greater
clarity or more developed" (ibid., p. 194; emphasis in the original).
i nfal l i b l e ? , p. 217.
^On
the
relationship between
the historical
dialectical natures of truth see above, p. 301, n. 1.

and
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at one and the
Kung,

same time,

be

true and false.^

In fact,

remarks

"every proposition can be true and false," depending on its

intended meaning and context.^
This view has been both resisted and misunderstood by some
of Kung's critics.
Infallible?. George

In his analysis of the Swiss theologian's volume
A.

Lindbeck,

that "the neuralgic point,
magisterial

infallibility

proposition can be

for instance,

the first premise,

is of

of his case against

is highly questionable,"

true and false.

This

the opinion

theory,

namely,
notes

that a

Lindbeck,

appears to deny the laws espoused by "the vast majority of both past
and present logicians and philosophers" who say that a proposition
must be either true or false,
mutually

exclusive

position,
tions

are

that "these two 'values' constitute a

and exhaustive

dichotomy."

Puzzled by

Kung's

Lindbeck observes that for Kung "apparently all proposi
f a l l i b l e . Similarly,

Karl

Rahner

observes

that

in

reading Kung's argumentation one often has the impression that for
him "all particular propositions,

though in different degrees,

always both true and false at the same time."4
Gregory Baum notes

are

On the other hand,

that rather than undermining

the

logic

of all

human discourse, Kung's claim "is the simple acknowledgment that the

^•Infallible?. p. 170:
Beyond the observation that proposi
tions can be "true o£ false," Kung thinks that it must be added that
"propositions can be true and false" (emphasis his).
^Ibid., p. 172; emphasis in the original.
■^See Lindbeck,
"Hans Kdng's
Protestant Perspective," p. 431.

Infallible?

An

Inouirv:

4Rahner, "A Critique of Kung," p. 17.
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meaning of a sentence cannot be determined apart from its context."
The same proposition "Jesus is

man," Baum

explains,

can affirm the

church's traditional teaching,

while in a

different context it can

be a denial of Jesus' divinity.2
Perceiving

that

his

view canbe

misunderstood,

Kung

explicitly states in Infallible?--though his clarification seems to
be

ignored

by

his

critics--that

he

does

propositions are equally true and false."
that

propositions,

"fundamentally

statements,

ambiguous

and

even

is

not

always

objective,

the

easy

context,

to

dogmatic

the

that

"all

pronouncements
can

be

are

understood

What he is saying, then, is that

understand

and

mean

What he intends to say is

consequently

differently by different people."^
it

not

with

meaning

express themselves through human language.

absolute
intended

clarity
by

the

those who

It is more difficult to

discover how a proposition is intended than how it is said.4
In what sense, then, does Ktlng affirm that a proposition can
be true and false?

As an illustration of his thesis he refers to

the sixteenth-century controversy over justification.
of Trent,

he

faith alone"
that

one

rightly

notes,

condemned a theory of justification "through

in the sense of "an empty, arrogant, obstinate belief

is
be

The Council

justified."
meant

by

It

"through

did

not,

faith

however,

define

alone,"--what

the

what

can

Reformers

1Baum, The Infallibility Debate, p. 32, n. 16.
2Ibid.
^Kung, Infallible?. p. 161.
4See ibid., p. 172.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

308

precisely meant, remarks Kung--namely, chat true, sound faith places
its trust solely in the Lord.

Thus, what for one was the legitimate

condemnation of the false notion of sola fide was for the other the
wrong condemnation of the true sola fide.^This
truth."2

shows

that

"there

is no

error without

any

core of

For this reason, Kung deems it important for the church to

discern "the
error.

true concern behind the error,the truth within

In church history,

he notes,

the

it has occurred coo often

that "the true condemnation of the error" has seemed to the reproved
party

to

be

a

condemnation

of

the

truth.4

It

is the

task of

Christian theologians, as well as the duty of the church as a whole,
to consider seriously the truth in other's errors and the errors in
one's own truth.^
This

"dialectic

of

truth

and

error"®

must

be

taken

ibid., pp. 171-72.
ibid., p. 170.
For Kttng's additional references to the
difficulty "to distinguish absolutely between truth and error,"
errors in the church's doctrine, and "the element of truth in
heresy" (see, for instance, May Believe, pp. 28-30; The Church, pp.
317-19, 329-32; Menschwerdung. p. 612).
infallible?, p. 170.
4Ibid., p. 171.
i e e ibid., p. 172; cf. The Church. pp. 319-31, especially
p. 330: "The Church, in addition to getting to know and understand
heretics and their valid concerns, must weigh up these concerns
carefully, and be prepared to take action on them to the extent that
they are justified in the light of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”
infallible?. p. 172.
Cf. Kung, Menschwerdung. p. 612,
where the Swiss theologian notes that "One thing is true, error and
truth are never distributed in clear-cut compartments; in the same
way that there may be much error in orthodoxy,
there may also be a
great deal of truth in heresy."
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seriously,

Kang

points

"dogmatism,1' which

out,

consists

in

in

order

to

"exaggerating

avoid

falling

into

and overvaluing

the

dogma, in isolating it and making it a b s o l u t e . A s we saw earlier,
in Kung's view dogmas have a functional character,^ being tied to
the specific historical situation in which a particular heresy was
being attacked.

The complexity and unitv of truth
and reality
Thus far Kttng's concept of truth has been shown to be both
dynamic and complex.

First,

truth is more than merely correspond

ence between facts and the notions in the mind.
quality of being

It is essentially a

(the "personal" dimension of truth).

its propositional, "cognitive"

dimension,

Second,

Kiing conceives

in

truth as

related both to human historicity and to the ambiguity inherent to
all

propositions,

language.
dialectical.

Thus,

both in
truth is

thought

form

defined

as

and

expressed

dynamic,

through

historical,

and

This means, respectively, that, first, there is always

a more complete truth in the future.
expression of it,

Second, truth, or rather the

must always be understood in context.

Finally,

there is no absolutely clear-cut separation between truth and error.
All this means that truth is complex.
Since truth is at bottom the conceptualization of reality,
it would follow that Ktlng sees reality as dynamic, historical,

infallible?. p.

and

172.

^See above, pp. 302-04.
Kung believes that dogmas are
"defensive propositions" which have the restricted function to
define faith in particular doctrinal controversies.
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dialectical,

too.

In fact,

in his discussion on the existence of

God, he remarks that "the complex stratification of reality must be
kept

in

mind

ideology

of

from

the

outset,"

rationalism"^

especially

which

in

the

as

opposed

modern

era

to

"the

starts

with

Descartes'

demand for clarity and distinctness^ and continues,

instance,

with

(1891-1970) ,

the

who

Vienna

Circle's

representative

wanted

to

reduce

reality

empirical-rational, given

in

objective

to

experience,

Rudolf
that

for

Carnap

which

and

is

logically

expressed in clear statements.^
In his

demand

for

clarity and distinctness

of

knowledge,

contends Kung, Descartes wrongly extended the mathematical ideal of
knowledge

to all sciences^1 and started out

geometrical
methodical
the

one

conception

hand,

both

all

separation between
and

"Cartesian dualism,"
for

of

the

reality.^
the

He

demanded

a

static,
radical

spatio-temporal-quantitative

emotional-mental

Kung points out,

philosophical

from a naive,

rationalism

on

the

provides

and

other. ®

on

this

the starting point

philosophical

empiricism,

^Kung, Does God Sxist?. p. 124; emphasis his.
Since Kung
deals with this problem in a more detailed way in this volume, I
rely mostly on it for my analysis.
See also Kung, Christian. pp.
415ff.
^Does God Exist?. p. 30.

Cf. Infallible?. pp. 164-67.

^Does God Exist?, pp. 95-101.
^Infallible?. p. 165.
^Ibid.

Cf. Does God Exist?, pp. 6-7, 30.

^Does God Exist?, p. 27.
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materialism,

and

positivism.^-

Thus,

in

Carnap's

system

the

"requirement of scientific strictness" led to the banishment of all
metaphysics,

"since

Similarly,

the

"areas

life"

of

grouped.

its

theses

phenomena of
in

which

They belong

to

cannot

faith,

rationally justified.

for him,

intuition,
"the

be

poetry,

nonrational

belong
and

to the
love

areas"

same

must

which

be
are

"altogether different from science" and cannot be called knowledge.
These

"nonrational areas,

on the one

hand,

can neither confirm

nor

Arguing against

this split

hand, and science,on

the other

disprove one another. "■*
concept

of

reality,4 which

is

LIbid., p. 29.
^Rudolf Carnap, Per loeische Aufbau der Welt (Berlin, 1928;
reedited in Hamburg, 1961), p. xix; quoted in KQng, Poes God Exist?■
p. 97.
An Eng. trans. of Carnap's book exists: The Logical
Structure of the World & Pseudoproblems in Philosophy, trans. Rolf
A. George (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1967), p. xvii.
At this juncture we may introduce KCing's position with
respect to "metaphysics."
He notes that the word itself has been
"understood and misunderstood, used and misused," and so it is not
important in itself.
"What is important is to understand the thing
properly," remarks he.
Kung is not pursuing methaphysics if the
latter is understood as human "projection" (Feuerbach), an ideo
logical "superstructure" (Marx), an ideal "afterworld" (Nietzsche),
an unreal "wishful world" (Freud), or even as "true reality" in the
Platonic sense of a realm set apart from present reality.
On the
contrary, Kung understands "metaphysics" as that "meta-empirical"
reality which does not lie "behind, beyond, above, outside this
reality," but which, so to speak, "constitutes the inner aspect of
present reality."
It is in this sense that he pursues metaphysics
or, as he says, "a word that may be preferred in order to avoid
misunderstandings--ontology ('theory of being')" (see Kung, Does God
Exist?. pp. 550-51; emphasis his).
•^Carnap, The Logical Structure, p. 293.
Exist?, p. 98.

Cf. Kung, Does God

4Poes God Exist?, pp. 26ff., and passim.
Jurgen Moltmann
refers to the cleavage in m o d e m consciousness between faith and
reason, or between theology and the natural sciences, as "the two-
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related to
logic,

the

thesis

together

with

"that only propositions of mathematics
those

meaningful,"'- Kung affirms
can

be

grasped

by

the

of

the

empirical

sciences,

and

can

be

that not "all dimeusior.s of the human"
scientific

method.^

"Quantifying

and

formalizing are not adequate for the understanding of the world of
the

qualitative."

specifically
suffering,

notes

human

love,

he,

nor

phenomena

faith,

for

as

the

apprehension

smiling,

humor,

in all their dimensions."

of

"such

music,

art,

All this means

that reality is more than mathematics and physical phenomena.3
Genuine
"one-sidedness

rationality,
and

for Kung,

one-dimensionality."

reality's multi-dimensional nature.
and planes,

is not
This

to be
is

so

equated with
because

of

It consists of various strata

aspects and differentiations.^

He endorses philosopher

Wilhelm Weischedel's assertion that "there is not simply 'reality,'
but very different planes of reality."3

The complexity of reality

track thinking of the modern mind" which theology should try to
overcome
(see J. Moltmann,
"Theology in the World of Modern
Science,"
in J. Moltmann, Hope and Planning. trans. Margaret
Clarkson [London: S.C.M. Press; New York: Harper & Row, 1971], p.
204; see also pp. 201ff).
^•Poes God Exist?, p. 93.
^Ibid., p. 119.
3Ibid., p. 120.

Cf. Infallible?, pp. 165-67.

^Does God Exist?, pp. 124-25.
3W. Weischedel, "Was heisst Wirklichkeit?," in G. Ebeling,
E. Jungel, and G. Schunack, eds.. Festschrift fur Ernst Fuchs
(Tubingen, 1973), pp. 343-44; quoted in Kung, Poes God Exist?. p.
124.
What is real, notes Weischedel, "can be encountered in wholly
different ways and consequently can also bear a wholly different
character.
The reality of the atomic physicist is different from
that of the Platonist, the reality of ordinary life is different
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means

ehac

"we cannoc

absolute reality

and may

not make a particular aspect

into

for then the other aspects will revolt.

What is the relationship between this concept of reality and
Kung's

notion

of Christian

truth?

Just

as

there

are

"different

forms and strata of reality, so there are different forms of truth,"
notes h e ,^ and often "different strata of truth in one and the same
reality."^
reality

We may

there

Christian

is another argument

that

in

the

complexity

in favor of Kung's

thesis

truth cannot be reduced to fixed propositional

tions which are
discourse,

therefore conclude

and

frozen in time.
it

does

not

of

that

formula

It cannot be exhausted by human

simply correspond

to

"facticity"^

or

from that of religious experience.
Considered in its content,
reality is fissured: it is differentiated on each occasion according
to the aspect that comes into view" (ibid.).
^Weischedel, "Was heisst Wirklichkeit?," pp. 343-44; quoted
in Kung, Does God Exist?, pp. 124-25. To be sure, Kung's argumenta
tion along these lines is aimed at disqualifying the claim of the
positivists that God cannot b“ kroun because He is not empirically
verifiable and that all God-language is therefore meaningless.
^Christian, p. 415; emphasis Kung's.
^Ibid.
This notion allows Kung to justify the idea that
beyond the interest of the historical-critical approach, which wants
to test the historicity of the biblical statements and of the events
reported through them, our interest should be in the message which
the biblical stories contain.
"The Bible is interested primarily
not in historical truth, but in truth relevant for our well-being,
for our salvation, in the 'truth of salvation'" (Christian, p. 416).
For this reason, Kung thinks that "the historian’s question 'what
actually happened?'
is out of place"
(ibid., p. 415).
The
differentiation of planes and strata of truth and reality allows
Kung to claim that a story which is "historically true" may not
affect us deeply, whereas an "invented story" like that of "the good
Samaritan" may contain "more truth" since it "stirs us immediately."
It contains a more "relevant ('existential') truth for me" (ibid.).
^Christian. pp. 415-16.
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historical

truth.

This

view

of

reality

is also

consistent with

Kung’s twofold notion that truth (including Christian truth) lies in
the totality more than in particulars,
truth

are

always

provisional,

and that our statements

incomplete,

and

thus

open

of
to

reformulation and correction.
However, for all its complexity and multiple dimensionality,
Kung remarks,
sions"

"we may not overlook the unity in the various dimen

of reality.*-

that reality is "one."

Over against
In fact,

the

two-floor

theory,

he holds

against the Thomist and Cartesian

dualism criticized earlier,^ he contends that "the unitv and truth
of

reality

supports

must

Jurgen

once

more

Molcmann's

be

brought

assertion

up

for

that

even

discussion."^
though

Kant

He
was

correct when he warned that "a religion which, without hesitation,
declares war on reason, will not,
out against

it,"

in the long run, be able to hold

it also became evident that "even reason,

in its

enlightening victory over what it called faith, could not hold out
alone, but developed highly unreasonable forms of naive credibili
ty."^

Kung and Moltmann agree

that the

fact chat

"the

truth

is

always one and must therefore be the truth of the whole" should move
us

to stress

"the theological unity of reality"

over against

the

*Does God Exist?. p. 125.
^See ibid., pp. 3-41 passim.
•*lbid. , p. 125; emphasis in the original.
^Moltmann, "Theology in the World of Modern
207; quoted in Kung, Does God Exist?, p. 125.

Science,"
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reductionistic, "naive

positivism

of

science"

with

its

one-sided

approach to reality.
This

"complexity

and

unity"

of

reality

held by

Kung

is

reminiscent of his approach to the canon of the Scriptures, which he
also regards as presenting a diversity of testimonies to the gospel
which must nevertheless be understood as a whole.
critique

of

the

one-side-..icSS

anu

Likewise,

one-dimensionality

of

his
the

positivist approach to truth and reality has striking correspondence
with

his

concept

of

heresy

as

a

one-sided,

un-catholic,

and

selective treatment of the truths of revelation.

Part Two: On Christian Truth
in a New Paradigm
Since I have observed that the problematic of orthodoxy and
heresy has to do in essence with the definition of religious truth
and error,^ Kung's model of orthodoxy-heresy is better understood if
we

are

able

possible.
complex

to grasp his
The

nature

concept of truth as comprehensively as

historical,
of

truth

dynamic,

which

Kung

dialectical,
advocates

and,

implies

therefore,
chat

both

reality itself and our perception and understanding of it are always
in flux.

Change is therefore of the essence of his understanding of

truth and reality.

However, Kung's clinging to the normativity of

the gospel of Jesus Christ for all that is Christian involves the
advocacy

of

something

which,

being

the

essence

of

the Christian

^Moltmann, "Theology in the World of Modern Science," pp.
203, 207, 208. Cf. Kung, Does God Exist?, pp. 124-25.
^See above, "Introduction."
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religion, persists through all changes.
the

continuity-and-change-in-theology

We are here confronted with
phenomenon.

In

order

to

examine Kung's position on this issue,

there is need to explore his

"paradigm-change"

do

theory.^

chapter,

following two steps

sequence

of Kung's

I shall

so,

in

part

2

of

this

in compliance with the chronological

own writing on

the subject.^

deals with the issue of ’’Faradigmenwechsel"
Swiss theologian's concept of God.

The

first step

in the context of the

The second step describes and

analyzes his paradigm-change theory proper.
Two more reasons compel me to deal with Kung's doctrine of
God

in

nature

this
of

context.

truth

doctrine of God.

which

For one
Kdng

thing,

advocates

the historical and dynamic
is

expected

to

affect

his

One could say that his notion of the historicity

and dynamic nature of God determines his concept of truth.
God constitutes the ultimate reality,

Since

and his Being the ground of

all being, Kung's understanding of the nature of God is in Intimate
relation with his concept of truth.

In fact,

he himself remarks

that the questions of the unity of truth and the unity of reality
"are obviously connected with the question of God."^

^-For a description of both the notion
proposed by Kung and his "Paradigraenwechsel"
theory, see below, pp. 339ff.

of "paradigm" as
(paradigm-change)

^Before writing extensively about the change of paradigms in
the history of theology and the church during the eighties, Kung
briefly addressed the issue in his volume Does God Exist?. pp. 10625, 181-88 (Existiert Gott? was published in 1978).
For references
to Kung's more recent writings on Paradigmenwechsel, see below, pp.
340-42.
^Kung, Does God Exist?, p. 125.
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Second,

it

is Kung's

conviction

that we are

need of a new, a modern understanding of God."^
picture has

replaced the medieval,

"in absolute

Since a new world-

antiquated one,

the antiquated

image of God which belongs to it should also be changed. ^

In this

way,

in Kung's plea for a new concept of God, we have a test case

for

his

paradigm-change

historical

concept

of

theory.

Eeing

related

truth-and-reality

and

to

both

the

Paradigmenwechsel

theory, the doctrine of God may be regarded as the pivotal point in
dealing with Kung's m o d e m interpretative criterion of orthodoxy.

Truth, God, and Revelation
In addition to what has just been expounded,

I must point

uuL that my interest in analyzing Kung's view on the nature of God
is not related merely to the issues of truth as such and the changes
of

paradigms.

revelation,

It

which

has
in

also

turn

is

to

related

nature of the canonical Scriptures.
therefore

shed

some

light

on

do

with

the

subject

in a special

of

divine

way with

the

This study of this issue should

the question

of Kung's

use

of

the

historical-critical methods in his reading of the Canon.
As for Kung's teaching regarding the nature of God,
special

attention

to

two

of his

volumes

in which

this

I pay

topic

is

^■Ibid.
He thinks that "In view of the one world and of the
one humanity, a new, meaningful, critical-dialogic collaboration"
must be sought between theology and "both modern philosophy and
m o d e m thought as a whole" (ibid., p 181; emphasis in the original).
This means that "a radical course correction on the part of the
Church and theology" are Inevitable, a change which must include our
understanding of God.
^"Has not the change from the older paradigm already set
in?" asks Kung (Does God Exist?, p. 181).
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addressed more extensively.
God Exist?.

These are Menschwerdung Goctes and Does

For the purpose of this dissertation,

let us briefly

describe the main traits of his thought on this point.

The modern understanding of God
Kung's pastoral concern for presenting the gospel to modern
mentality in a relevant, meaningful way compels him to express his
conviction that " m o d e m man need no longer imagine or think God in
the same way as ancient or medieval man."^
ing" is necessary with reference
which

is

linked

with

the

modern" world-picture.^
be correctly stated,

A "methodical rethink

to "the antiquated image of God"

antiquated

"Greek,

medieval

or

early-

The question as to "does God exist?" must

notes Kung;

that

is,

"it must be stated for

m o d e m man . . . in a form that can be understood today, adapted to
present-day modes of thinking."^
In discussing old images of God, our theologian distinguis
hes the biblical God,

"the God of Abraham,

Isaac and Jacob," and a

philosophical God, the "abstract God of philosophers and scholars."4
Kung

claims

that

Pascal

is

the

chief historic

representative

of

those who appeal to the biblical God, while he sees Descartes as the
typical

proponent

of

an

abstract,

philosophical

God.

These

two

understandings of God manifest the cleavage between faith and reason

^Does God Exist?, p. 182.
^Ibid., pp.
181-82;
Menschwerdung. pp. 524ff.

emphasis

in

the

original.

^Does God Exist?, p. 181.
4Ibid., p. 182.
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which Kung criticized in connection with his concept of the unity of
reality and truth.

Harmonizing these two positions is Hegel,^ who,

"contrary to both Descartes and Pascal1' sought a reconciliation of

^-Kung’s interest in Hegel started during his philosophical
studies at the Gregorian University in Rome, from 1948 to 1951 (see
H&ring and Kuschel, "Interview," p. 155).
It was Father Wilhelm
Klein, Kung says, who focused at that time his attention both on
Hegel and Barth (ibid., p. 135; cf. Kiwiet, Hans KGng. p. 18). His
work on Hegel's Christology had originally been intended for a
doctorate in philosophy at the Sorbonne.
It was published ten years
later, in 1970, after having undergone four revisions ("Interview,"
p. 154).
The book bears the title Menschwerdung Gottes: Eine
Einfurung in Hegels theoloeisches Denken als Prolegomena zu einer
kunftieen Christologje.
In his constant interest for renewing the presentation of
the Gospel for the present day, Kung considered Hegelian speculation
as helpful ("Interview," p. 156).
His specific purpose in studying
Hegel was to provide a philosophical support for the "high"
Christology which he, Kung, advocated in his early years.
Haring
and Kuschel remark that this "high" Christology, or Christology
"from above," was presupposed in Kung's book Justification, and that
the shift to a Christology from below occurred later in Tubingen
when he began to work once more on the draft of Menschwerdung (see
"Interview," pp. 155-56).
Kdng accepted the chair of Dogmatic and
Ecumenic Theology at Tubingen in 1963.
The first draft of
Menschwerdung had been completed in 1960 (see Haring and Kuschel,
W&W. pp. 18, 16).
Kung states that at Tubingen the influence of
Ernst Kasemann, one of Bultmann's pupils, led him to accept the
historical-critical principles of exegesis and to conclude that it
was very difficult to maintain the speculative Magellan understand
ing of God and Christology ("Interview," p. 156).
I have commented
earlier on the fact that during the ten years that separate Kung’s
first investigation on Hegel's philosophy and theology from the date
of the publication of Menschwerdung an important shift took place in
his theological views (see above, pp. 135-43).
In the last section
of the last chapter of Menschwerdung this change is evident,
particularly when Kung moves from a Christology "from above" on
Hegel's lines to a Christology "from below."
This shift moves
Joseph Fitzer to evaluate Kung's volume as being "not one book at
all, but at least two books, and maybe three.
It does not hang
together" (Joseph Fitzer, "Hegel and the Incarnation: A Response to
Hans Kung," JRel 52 [1972]:241.
Fitzer observes that "The cleavage
between what one feels was written nine years ago and what was
written only recently occurs at the sixth and last section of
chapter 7" (ibid.).
At the beginning of chapter 8 Kung does
attempt, without success, to gather the book together, notes Fitzer
(ibid.).
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"a philosophical and a biblical God."^-

Even Chough in this respect

K&ng agrees with Hegel in principle, he also questions the German
philosopher's attempt at reconciliation by "transforming faith into
knowledge” and "the biblical God into a philosophical Absolute.
Still,

chough

especially

he

raises

in what has

other

objections

to do with his

to

Hegel’s

theology,-^

identification between

the

^■Docs God Exist?, p. 182.
Elsewhere Kung asserts that the
"post-Hegelian" concept of God is neither "naively anthropomorphic"
nor similar to the God of the Deism of the Enlightenment, the "God
of m o d e m philosophers." The post-Hegelian is a living God, is God
in the world: "transcendence in the immanence." "otherworldliness in
thisworldliness
[Jenseitigkeit
in der Diesseitigkeitt."
See
Menschwerdung. p. 296; emphasis is Kung's.
^Does God Exist?, p. 182.
■*For one thing, Kung questions the idealist monism of
Hegel's philosophical system (see Menschwerdung. pp. 503-22, 553,
557).
He is also uneasy about what seems to be Hegel's denial of
God's freedom and power of decision as depicted in the Bible.
Hegel's God is Creator and Revealer by a necessity of His nature and
essence; He is gracious toward man because He could not have decided
otherwise (see ibid., pp. 345-56, especially pp. 353-54.
See also
Does God Exist?, pp. 166-69).
Besides, KOng wonders whether in
Hegel's system "metaphysics is Christianized or the Christian
message metaphysicized."
Hegelian Christianity, KOng remarks, is
"impenetrably ambiguous" (Menschwerdung. pp. 495-96; emphasis is
King's).
It is the opinion of Joseph Fitzer that in Kung's Mensch
werdung "Hegel’s views are compared with the New Testament faith
witness and found wanting" (Joseph Fitzer, "Hegel and the Incarna
tion: A Response to Hans King," JRel 52 [1972]:241).
Fitzer
observes that "What King does is (a) state Hegel's views, (b) reject
them, and then (c) state that contemporary theologians are concerned
with essentially the same problems as Hegel was" (ibid., p. 242).
Nobody, however, should conclude that King mounts a frontal attack
against Hegel's philosophy.
As the discussion below shows, the
Swiss theologian evaluates in a very positive manner Hegel's contri
bution to a m o d e m understanding of the Christian message.
Though
he does not follow the German philosopher through all lines--and
though he has abandoned the Hegelian speculation which he formerly
endorsed in connection with a "high" Christology and his understand
ing of God (see Hflring and Kuschel, "Interview," p. 156)--Kdng has
generally retained the Hegelian method of double negation and
sublation as, for instance, in his volume Christian (cf. Matthew L.
Lamb's "Review of On Being a Christian." RelSRev 4 [1978]:93).
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divine and Che world,*- Kung thinks Chat "the secularity and histori
city

of

God

must

be

freshly considered"

today

in

the

light

of

Hegel's writings.^
Hegel's
contrasted

with

conception
the

of

God

static notion

is

better

of God

appreciated

of early

when

Christianity,

which adopted some concepts held by classical Greek metaphysics.-*
According to Kung, Hegel's main theological interest is "the dynamic
unity in the living divinity."^

The living God is for him the one

"who moves, who changes, who goes through history.

The one who does

not stay rigidly what he is, but who becomes what he is."^

*-See Menschwerdung. p. 553; cf. Does God Exist?, pp. 182-84.
^Does God Exist?. pp. 183-84.
For this matter, Kung also
finds helpful, though not without objecting to some aspects of their
views, the insights provided by Teilhard de Chardin and Whitehead
(see ibid. , pp. 171-76: "The God of Evolution: Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin;" and pp. 176-81: "God in Process: Alfred North Whitehead").
■*One of the main theses of Kung's Mer.tthvcrdune is that "a
new appreciation of Hegel may liberate theology from some of the
static categories to which it has become bound," notes Winfried
Corduan ("Hegelian Themes in Contemporary Theology," JEvTS 22
[1979]:354).
^Kung, Menschwerdung. p. 526.
^Ibid.; emphasis his.
Elsewhere Kung explained that one of
the main motives for him to
study Hegel's theology was to attain
with the help of this philosopher's dialectical thought "a more
dynamic
understanding
of God"
and "a more profoundly based
Christology
that as far as possible avoided the weaknesses of the
static, classical Christology as it has been handed down to us from
the
time of the great Christological councils of the first
millennium"
(Haring and Kuschel,
"Interview,"
p.
155).
In
particular, Kung appreciated Hegel's understanding of Christology
"as God becoming man"
(ibid.).
Though he has forsaken the
Christological approach "from above" (see above, p. 320, n. 3) our
author still wants to see,
with Hegel, the reality of
God's
involvement with man in such
a way that He is not deprived of the
possibility of suffering, of identifying Himself with the world, and
of acting in human history in Scriptural fashion (see Kung,
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In

addition

to

Kung's

retaining

the

Hegelian

method

of

double negation and sublation as a characteristic of his theological
reasoning,

this dynamic and historical concept of God (and reality)

must be counted among the major influences of Hegel's ontology upon
Kung's theology.
concept

of

beginnings

In Kung's opinion, Hegel's dynamic and historical

God overcomes
of

western

two

fundamental problems

philosophy,

i.e.,

those

posed from the
concerning

the

antitheses of "being and becoming" (Sein und Werden) and "unity and
diversity" (Einheit und Vielfalt).^
The

central

issue

regarding the philosophical

question of

being-and-becoming is the antithesis of immutability-changeability,
which bears upon the historicist concept of God held by Kung over
against the static,
other hand,

immutable God of Hellenistic theology.

On the

the central issue regarding the philosophical question

of unity-and-plurality

is the separation of reality in two floors,

as it were, which affected the classical Greek understanding of the
relation of God with the physical world where man lives.
The adoption by Kung of the m o d e m interpretative criterion
expressed in the historical way of thinking as a norm of truth is
clearly perceived in his discussion on the m o d e m understanding of
God contrasted with the antiquated Hellenistic conceptuality.

Menschwerdung. pp. 522-57; cf. Does God Exist?, pp. 144-54,
see Corduan, "Hegelian Themes," p. 355).

181-88;

^•Menschwerdung. p. 526.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

323
The Hellenistic and the modern
historicist views compared
The comparison of the Hellenistic conception of the rigid
transcendence of an immutable God with the modern historicist notion
must

begin

with

a

study,

classical Greek philosophy.

however

brief,

of

the

essentials

of

Kung calls our attention to the pre-

Socratic attempts at explaining the process of change in things, of
their

disturbing

contrasts

becoming

and

perishing.

In

this

context,

he

the theories of Heraclitus of Ephesus and Parmenides of

Elea.

Heraclitus explained change by means of the theory that all

things

are

in flux.^-

He was

the first

philosophy of b e c o m i n g , r e m a r k s Kdng.
des,^

in developing a "radical

On the other hand, Parmeni

a younger contemporary of the Ephesian philosopher,

was the

first who "dared to explain all becoming as mere appearance" and to
attribute to the "One Being" not only "underived being" (Ungewordensein) and "unchangeableness" (Unverdnderlichkeit) but also "immobil
ity"

(Unbeweglichkeit)

lichkeit

and

a

"total

in absoluter Starrheit).

immutability"

Parmenides'

(Unverfinder-

Being has

neither

^Certainty about the date of Heraclitus of Ephesus is
difficult.
He may have been forty years old about 500 B.C.
His
philoshophical work is thought to have been completed by 480 (see W.
K. C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy. 6 vols. [Cambridge: at
the University Press, 1962], 1:408.
He expressed his concept of
constant change by saying that "you cannot step twice into the same
river."
This concept of flux, he thought, must apply not only to
rivers but to all things (see Samuel Enoch Stumpf, Socrates to
Sartre: A History of Philosophy [New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company,
1982], p. 12).
^Menschwerdung. p. 527.
^Based on Plato's dialogue Parmenides. Guthrie assumes that
Parmenides was b o m about 515-510 B.C.
(Guthrie, A History of Greek
Philosophy. 2:1).
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past nor future.

For him,

"the being is, and it cannot not be."^-

The influence of Parmenides is such, KOng observes,
and until

the

time

of Spinoza

(1632-1677),

that after him

philosophy

has

to be

understood mostly as following Parmenidan lines in "an open reaction
against

Heraclitus."^

instance,

with

its

In

this

dualist

way,

theory of

the ontology

of

Plato,

for

the ideas,^ as well as

the

Aristotelian theory of "energy" which tends to explain movement in
relation to the unmovable nous. and the dynamic emanation-philosophy
of Plotinus^ with its concept of the lifeless "original One" are all
grounded

in Parmenides.

Rooted

in all

these

is

"the

scholastic

metaphysics of the Middle Ages," Kting observes.^
The

three

chief

representatives

philosophy--that is to say Plato, Aristotle,

of

classical

Greek

and Plotinus--"had an

^•Parmenides Wav of Truth, frag. 2; quoted by KOng in Mensch
werdung Gottes. p. 527. For an Eng. trans. of Parmenides' work, see
Francis MacDonald Comford, Plato and Parmenides: Parmenides * "Wav
of Truth" and Plato's "Parmenides" translated with an Introduction
and a Running Commentary (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1939,
1964), p. 30.
^Menschwerdung. p. 527.
•^Elsewhere KOng observes: "It was Plato who mediated between
Heraclitus' philosophy of becoming and Parmenides' philosophy of
being by introducing into the history of Western thought that
momentous dualistic division of reality that has confronted us so
often:
the partition between the untrue,
bad,
disintegrated,
sensible world of becoming (in Heraclitus' sense) and the true, one,
mental world of being (in Parmenides' sense),
in a word, the
metaphysical" (Does God Exist?, p. 184).
^Usually considered the founder of neo-Platonism,
lived between 205 and 270 A.D.

Plotinus

5Poes God Exist?, p. 184.
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Eleatic3 conception if not of being, at least of the d i v i n e . The
eternity

(in the sense of "unoriginated being"),

absolute

immobility which Parmenides

was

attributed

by

the

principle of all being.
idea of the Good,

former

immutability and

attributed to being as such,

three

philosophers

In this sense,

to

notes Kung,

the Aristotelic unmovable Mover,

the

supreme

"the Platonic
and the One of

Plotinus correspond to the Being of Parmenides."3
As for Plato's ontology, what is its significance, according
to Kung,

for the understanding of God?

The clear division made by

Plato "between the divine world of ideas, with the supreme idea of
the Good, and the phenomenal world of the senses, which consists of
evil matter,"^ meant an unsurmountable separation

( ^wpu(T|x6<

)

between the mutability of this "spatial and temporal world" and the
eternal immutability of that other realm which is out of space and
time, and above the firmament."3
naive,

anthropomorphic

In his attempt at overcoming the

understanding of God,®

Plato stressed "the

fundamental difference between being and becoming."7

^■The name traditionally given to the philosophical
founded by Parmenides in Elea.

school

^Menschwerdung. p. 529.
3Ibid.
^Does God Exist?, p. 184.

Cf. Menschwerdung. p. 528.

^Menschwerdung. p. 528.
®Sharply criticizing the capricious and temperamental gods
of Homer, Plato saw the divine primordial principle as absolutely
unmoving and unchanging, explains Kung (Does God Exist?. p. 186).
7Ibid.
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What

are,

for

Kung,

Che

implications

philosophy for an understanding of God?
"bringing down

of

Aristotle's

Even though he succeeded in

from heaven the supramundane divine

ideas of Plato

and relocating them in the things of this world, ”■*- Aristotle made
the divine mind "so rigidly unchangeable and so radically exclusive
of any movement"^ that the distance to the First Principle or Prime
Mover which

is unmovable and immobile in himself remains difficult

to bridge.

This divine nous. being pure actuality,

his

immobility

is petrified in

in such a way that all that he can know is nothing

but himself, and therefore "cannot admit any ■jrp'S'fCfii'/ nor
behalf of anything else."^
change
defect.

would

imply

"a

ttozlv

on

Any movement would mean change, and any

not-yet,

an

unactualized

potentiality,

a

. . . Becoming is imperfection.
What about the neo-Platonist Plotinus?

Kung points out that

even though he largely overcame the Platonic rigidity by a system of
strata of being which emanate out of one another, for Plotinus, Coo,
the supreme principle of all being,
"absolutely

rigid

unchangeability"

the divine One,
so

that

even

remains in an

life

has

to

be

excluded from it.^
The classic Greek notion of

the

immobility and unchangea

bility of God deeply affected Christian theology, Kung reminds us.

^■Ibid. , p. 184; cf. Menschwerdung. p. 530.
^Does God Exist?, p. 186.
•^Menschwerdung. p. 529.
^Does God Exist?, p. 186.
^See Menschwerdung. p. 529; and Does God Exist?, pp. 186-87.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

327
One must keep in mind this Platonic and Aristotelian concept of God
in

order

to

Christian

truly

appreciate

proclamation

of a

the monumental
God who

acts

significance

in history--a

creates, intervenes, knows, and loves the world.

of

the

God

who

The mere notion of

such a God was "in flagrant contradiction with the Greek conception
of

the

rigid

difficult

transcendence

task

of

of

introducing

an
the

immutable

God."*-

Judeo-Christian

But

in

the

faith

in

the

Hellenistic world--a faith which had at its very center the belief
in the divine Logos who became man!--it was inevitable,^ in Kung's
opinion, that both the New Testament and the apostolic fathers made
connections
applied

with

the philosophical

specifically

"invisible,

to

"the

imperishable,

thought concerning

negative

uncorruptible,

predicates"
not begotten,

God.

This

about

Him:

immutable,

non-temporal, impassible."3
Kung thinks
"at

least

in

it is necessary

principle

Christian faith."4

Greek

to acknowledge,

metaphysics

was

however,

that

subordinated

to

In the NT in particular, redemption is expressed

1Ibid.
^Kung
writes that
in describing
the tranformation !n
primitive Christian theology, which to some extent constituted the
hellenization of the Christian message,
he is not willing to
insinuate that it would have been possible to dispense with
philosophical concepts completely, or even that they should have
been
avoided. He is merely pointing to a historical fact (see
Menschwerdung. pp. 535-36).
3Ibid., p. 532.
4 Ibid., p. 533.
He quotes Wolfhart Pannenberg's observa
tion, against Ritschl and Hamack, that ancient Christian theology
did not abandon the Christian concept of God to replace it by a
"deist" one in its use of categories belonging to the Greek concept
of God (see Wolfhart Pannenberg, "Die Aufnahme des philosophischen
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in historical categories,

"not in purely ontological ones (nature,

person, hypostasis, etc.;."^
"historicity"

Indeed, that idea which we today call

(Geschichtlichkeit), and which in modern times found

expression in the philosophical system of Hegel, is present already
in the

Scriptures

of the Old

and New Testaments,

remarks

Kung.2

There is a striking contrast between the God described in the OT and
NT, on the one hand, and the God of the classical Greek philosophy,
on the other.2
Christian

Hence, in his critique of the hellenization of early

theology,

Kung

contrasts

the

immutable

God

of

the

Christian apologists^ with "the living God of the Bible;”5 the way
in which the unity of Jesus with God was explained on the basis of
the Greek concept of God, with the more functional way in which that
unity is "emphasized in the New Testament;”^ the testimony of the
Gospels

concerning

suffering was
Kung

is

thus

Christ's

suffering,

with

the way

in which his

sometimes questioned in later theology,7 and so on.
suggesting

that,

when

compared

with

the

ancient

Gottesbegriffs als dogmatisches Probleme in der fruhchristlichen
Theologie," ZKG 70 [1959]:16 -38.
See also idem, Grundfragen
svstematischer Theologie: Gesammelte Aufsatze [Gottingen, 1967]).
^•Menschwerdung. p. 533.
2Ibid., p. 557.
2Ibid., pp. 534-36.
■^Aristides, Justin, Athenagoras, Theophilos, and Tatian took
the concept of immutability from Greek mataphysics, notes Kung
(ibid., p. 534).
5Ibid., p. 535.

See also p. 536.

6Ibid., p. 536.
7Ibid., p. 538.
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church's

Hellenistic

Scriptures

appears

model

as

of

more

theology,

correct

since

the
this

theology
is

where

of

the

"God's

historicity"^ is described.
In spite

of

the

efforts

of

the early fathers

to use

the

philosophical concepts of God critically^ in their proclamation of
the gospel

to a Hellenistic world,

century" ware

the

first

"the apologists of the second

to receive methodically and apply conse

quently the philosophical idea of God.^

As a result,

"the eternity

of God," for instance,

"was understood too much under the sign of

Plato's

and

timelessness,

coexistence
pagans,

too

in all time."4

little

Likewise

as

the

effective

living

in their dialogues with

the

especially when attacking polytheism and pagan cosmologies,

Che apologists

took over

Aristotle's theology.
if these

ones

were

the

immutability of God in the sense of

They "hardly appealed to the Scriptures; and
consulted at

all,

their voice was heard with

Hellenistic ears."^

^Ibid., p. 556; emphasis in the original.
^"Christian theology corrected the Greek idea of unchange
ability up to a point," remarks K.ung.
"For the classical theology
of the Fathers of the Church and the great patristic age, God is
always the living God.
This claim, however, is often implicitly
contradicted as a result of the way in which this theology remains
tied to the Greek idea of unchangeability: here, too, a real change
would seem to imply a defect in God" (Does God Exist?, p. 187).
^Menschwerdung. p. 532.
4Ibid., p. 534. Kung refers likewise to God's omnipresence,
goodness, justice, immutability, and incomprehensiveness, contrast
ing the historical-secular notion implicit in the Scriptures with
the static-absolutely transcendent concept of God characteristic of
classical Greek philosophy (see ibid., pp. 534ff).
5Ibid., p. 535.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

330
Kung's

advocacy of che historicist concept of God as over

against the Hellenistic one is summarized in the following points:^(1) "God is not the absolutely immovable and unchangeable, who knows
only himself."

He cannot either be found in "an unchanging, eternal

'metaphysical'

world

'physical' world."

set

apart

from

the

changing,

temporal

There is no room today for a Greek-metaphysical

concept of God, therefore "there is no nonhistoricity of God."
God is not timeless,

static being itself,

be and any genuine future."
rical

sphere,

from

which

he

would

God,

intervene

miraculously

in

the

It is no longer possible to hold a

concept

suprahistoricity of God."

"excluding any coming to

Nor is He to be found "in a suprahisto-

history of the world of man."
"medieval-metaphysical

(2)

of

God,"

hence

(3) On the contrary,

"there

is

no

"God is the living

always the selfsame, dynamically actual and continually active

in history."

He

completes history."

is

thus

"the eternal,

who

founds,

sustains

and

He is "the historical primal reason and primal

meaning of the whole reality of world and man."
This is how Kting sees "a power of God over history immanent
to

history:

a

modern,

dynamic

understanding

of

God."^

His

suggestion that the historicity of God is inherent in the biblical
conceptuality^

implies

that the m o d e m historicist way of thinking

is not foreign to the Canon.

Indeed, he notes that the "biblical

^■See Kung's own summary in Does God Exist?, pp. 187-88.
^Ibid., p. 188.
^Menschwerdung. p. 556.
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message"^ of a God who is alive and active in history rather than
persisting "unmoving and unchanging in an unhistorical or suprahistorical sphere"
historical

can be better understood

thinking

than

"in

the

in the light of today's

light

of

classical

Greek

or

medieval metaphysics."2
It must be underlined, however,

that Kung does not see the

Canon as the norm for an adequate understanding of God in our time.
He

explicitly

guarantee

that

expresses
today's

his

hope

understanding

"primitive anthropomorphic biblicism"
The

two

former

"sublated"^

conceptions

("aufhebt")

of

that

will

become

the

of God will not

revert

into

or an "abstract Hellenism.”^

God's

in the best

Hegel

nature

sense

should

of Hegel's

rather
use

of

be
the

word,

remarks KCLng: to deny and to affirm at the same time, but in

fact

to

affirm

("negative,

something

positive,

superior

to

supereminenter").^

the
The

two

former

premises

adoption by Kuwg of

Hegel's dialectical method of thinking is thus obvious.

^•Does God Exist?, p. 188; emphasis is Kung's.
2Ibid.
^Menschwerdung. p. 556.
^"Sublation" and "to sublate" are the exact equivalents of
the German terms "Aufhebung" and "aufheben," observes Edward Quinn
(see translator's footnote in Kung, Does God Exist?, p. 140).
Derived from the past participle of the Latin tollere (which means
both to remove and to elevate), these English terms render quite
closely the idea expressed by Hegel in his use of "aufheben,"
namely, "to cancel," "to preserve," "to elevate," and "to transfig
ure," all at once! (ibid.).
^Menschwerdung. p. 556.
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As we have noticed,

Kung points out that Plato,

under

the

influence of both the Eleatic philosophy of being and the Pythago
rean dualism, divided reality in two separate realms, a theory which
was

to

have

corrected

this

"very

grave

dualism

consequences^

in several ways,

Christian

he notes.

theology

Thus,

in the

classical theology of the fathers of the church and the patristic
age in general,

"God is immanent in the world by the very fact of

being transcendent to it."^

Still, he points out, it is also true

that Christian theology through its history has generally remained
"tied to dualism in many ways:
real

relationship

world."3

to

the

according to this theology also, a

world would

make

God

dependent

on

the

Kung asserts that Descartes sharpened this dualism to the

point that he prepared the way for "the Deism of the Enlightenment,
which, again, completely separated God and the world."4
As

far

as

Aristotle

is

concerned,

Kung

notes

that

even

though he brought down from heaven "the supramundane divine ideas of
Plato,"

Aristotle's

God

remained

absolutely

separated

from

the

world.

"Apart from the divine impulse to set the world in motion,^

1Ibid., p. 528.
^Does God Exist?, p. 184.
^Ibid., pp. 184-85.
4Ibid., p. 185.
^In a volume which explains Aristotle's philosophy in a nonscholarly though accurate manner, Mortimer Adler notes that the
Greek philosopher's "prime mover" is not the efficient but the final
cause of the universe's movement.
In other words, the prime mover
causes motion "by being attractive rather than propulsive" (Mortimer
J. Adler, Aristotle for Everybody [New York: Macmillan Publishing
Co., 1978], pp. 185-86). Cf. Kung, Menschwerdung. pp. 530-31.
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God

and

che

world

live

from eternity merely

Aristotle's God does not know the world,
is

there

any

"causal

activity” of

in juxtaposition. "*•

nor does he love it.

this God.

"No Providence,

Nor
no

establishment of a moral order and no system of laws . . . might be
traced back to him."^

In Aristotle's view, any real relationship of

God to the world would imply a ootentia. a becoming, an increase in
his knowledge,

a moving to a place not before occupied by him:

in

one word, a defect of this divine Being who was conceived by him, by
definition
lacking

and

due

anything.^

to

his

This

absolute
dualism,

perfection,
which

as

according

not
to

possibly
Kung

was

sharpened by Descartes and stressed by the Deism of the Enlighten
ment,

was eventually overcome by Hegel.

Despite

the reservations

that Kung expresses in regard to Hegel's identification of God and
the world,** he firmly believes chat modern theological thinking must
not be allowed to fall behind the conclusions reached by the German
philosopher.

The secularity of God must be stressed over against

the dualistic philosophy which advocates His absolute transcendence.
Kung's
that

"God

understanding

is not

physical heaven."

of

God's

a supramundane being,

secularity
above

means

basically

the clouds,

in the

This "naive, antropomorphic idea is obsolete."^

By this statement Kung wants to underline that God is not "unrelated

'•Henschwerdung. p. 530.

Cf. Does God Exist?, p. 184.

^Does God Exist?, p. 184.

Cf. Menschwerdune. p. 531.

^See Menschwerdune. p. 531.
^See above, pp. 320-21.
^Does God Exist?, p. 185.
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to man and the world in their historicity."^-

He

from the concrete life of the world and man."^

is not "retired

He is not "in any

mental or metaphysical sense 'outside' the world, existing . . .
an extramundane beyond."

in

This "rationalistic-deistic idea" is also

"obsolete."

On the contrary, "God is in this world, and this world

is in God."

This does not mean, Kung clarifies, that God is finite.

"He is in fact the infinite in the finite," He is "transcendence in
inmanence."

It is precisely as the absolute that God can enter into

relationship with the world and man, a relationship not in the sense
of weakness,

of dependence, of relativity in the bad sense, but of

strength,

of unlimited

therefore

the

freedom,

absolute who

of absolute sovereignty.

includes

and

creates

God

relativity,

is

who,

precisely as free, makes possible and actualizes relationship.3
Again, Kung affirms that in the light of this secularity of
God, "the biblical message of a God who does not exist in isolation
from

the

world

understood better

but

acts

in

the

midst

of

the

world"^

can

be

than in the light of the metaphysical conceptu

ality of classical Greek philosophy or medieval theology.
Two final observations are necessary here.

First,

Kung's

adoption of Hegel's dialectical pattern of reasoning is evident.3

LIbid., p. 187.
2Ibid., p. 185.
3Ibid., p. 185.
^Ibid., p. 186; emphasis is Kung's.
3It is particularly obvious in statements like this: "God as
the absolute-relative, here-hereu.^er, transcendent-immanent
is the close-distant, secular-nonsecular God" (ibid., pp. 185-86).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

335
Next, in harmony with his dialectical way of thinking, Kung declares
that

it should be

clear enough chat his position in what

touches

upon his way of understanding God "has no intention of overlooking
the perceptions of Greek metaphysics by appealing to the Bible," nor
is he willing to defend "a metaphysical God."^-

The nature of revelation
My
reality

analysis

is

character

of

intended

that

our

Kung's
to

understanding

underline

author

the

attributes

of

truth,

dynamic

and

to each of

God,

and

historical

them.

In what

concerns God, he stresses the secularity and the historicity of the
divine.

God

does

not

exist

in

a

separate,

extra-

or

supra-

historical realm, far-removed from the dimensions of time and space.
This

does

not

mean,

however,
of

that Kung denies

God.

I

hope

this

the

transcendent,

has

been

metaphysical

dimension

established.

In questioning a two-floors theory of the structure of

reality (a theory which proposes an ontological

clearly

between our

realm of "becoming” and the divine realm of true "being"), Kung is
trying to assert that the world in which we live belongs basically
to the same reality in which God moves and acts.
space

and time

in which our history develops

The dimension of

is not alien to the

essence of God's being and existence.^
What, in this context, is Kung's understanding of the nature

^•Menschwerdung. p. 556.
^This concept can be
for God the future is real.

illustrated by Kung's assertion that
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of divine revelation?
divine

revelation

as

I have addressed earlier^- Kung's belief in
a

phenomenon

which

"does

not

originate

in

subjective human experience and reflection"^ but at the level of the
divine.
the

Still,

he holds that since "God speaks through humans,"3

inspiration

of

the hagiographers

cannot

mean

"the

repression, or replacement" of their human activity.^
revelation coming "from above,"
have

divine

verified and
below'
are

revelation

"continually

Thus, we have

but at the same time we

experienced,interpreted,

then made the object of theological reflection

by humanity."3

not

from God,

exclusion,

successive

but

Divine revelation and human interpretation
simultaneous

God's

revelation

human

interpretation and through
Following

is given

this

'from

phenomena,

from the outset

underlines

through

Kung.

the medium of

it only.u

line of thought Kung can hardly

avoid

the

conclusion that since in different times and cultural settings there
are different "general interpretive frameworks or theoretical models
of

understanding

(paradigms),

of

which

we

are

more

or

less

^■See above, pp. 178ff.
^Kung, "New Consensus," p. 5.
3Ibid.
4Kung, Infallible?. p. 213.
Cf. Christian, pp. 461-66, on
inspiration; and ibid., pp. 466-68, on the Scriptures as the word of
God.
Kung clings to the same view of revelation-inspiration in a
more recent treatment of the issue (see "Schrift als Zeugnis der
Offenbarung," in Kung, Theoloeie im Aufbruch. pp. 76-78).
3"New Consensus," p. 5.
6Ibid.
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conscious,"3, each community of hearers of the Christian message has
to interpret it anew when it no longer speaks to them directly.
the

specific

"within

the

case

of

the

interpretive

biblical writings,
frameworks

of

socio-cultural milieu of their age."2
culture
which

and

at

itself."3
reason

to

especially

time-bound

times

were

images,
"to

the

their

authors

their environment

wrote

and

the

The gospel is thus clothed in

concepts,

and

detriment

of

frames
the

of reference

Christian

faith

The "interpretaments"^ of the New Testament are for this
be

analyzed

research

into

through
the

life

historical-critical
of

Jesus

standard and criterion of Christian faith."3

who

is

research,

"the

source,

This is all the more

necessary since Christianity is not founded on myths,
tales,

In

legends,

or

but on "the historical personality of Jesus of Nazareth."®

Even though Kung grants

that the NT writings do not enable us "to

reconstruct Jesus' biography," he is confident that we can, for the

3Ibid., pp. 5-6.
"No experience, even in the instance of
biblical and ecclesiastical expressions of faith, is without an
interpretive framework, model of understanding or implicit theory,"
remarks Kung (ibid., p. 6).
2Ibid., p. 6.
3Ibid.
^Used by Schillebeeckx the term is intended to designate the
"specific conceptual or figurative statements of the interpretation"
of revelation, i.e., the concrete verbalization of the content of
revelation (see ibid., p. 5).
5Ibid., p. 6.
®Ibid. , p.
merely a doctrine.

7.

This

also means

that Christianity

is not
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first time in the history of Christian theology,3 "gain an insight
into the original outlines of the message of Jesus as well as his
personal lifestyle and d e s t i n y . I n

addition,

he

thinks

that it

should be possible for contemporary believers to trace the "itinerarium

mentis"

of

the

first

disciples,

thus

coming

to

a

better

understanding of why, after Jesus' death, he was proclaimed as "the
living Christ and Son of God.”3
This consideration of Kung's thought helps one to understand
why for him the testimony of the NT Canon,

even when he deems

it

methodologically normative for all subsequent Christian theological
reflection, does not succeed in presenting unerringly the essence of
the gospel,

at least not for our time.

We must attempt to get to

the core of Jesus' message and reinterpret it again, as well as the
meaning
cultural

of his whole
setting.

life,

from

the perspective

How sure can we be

that

of our

time and

in disposing of

the

"clothing" allegedly belonging to an antiquated paradigm we are not
also

discarding

Christian message

some

elements

itself is perhaps

approach inevitably poses.
norms

which

Again,

are

of

the

essence

of

the

the central problem that this

it is by identifying the norm or

of discrimination between essence and form that the problem

could perhaps be solved.

Kung proposes as the norm and criterion of

Christian faith "the living Jesus of history."

However, since Jesus

3See Kilng, The Church, p. 41.
^"New Consensus," p. 7.
3Ibid.
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is not with us any more, we have to rely on the Scriptures-*- and,
according

to Kung,

reach him.

This

on the historical-critical methods
brings

us back

to our

starting

in order to

point.

Kung's

"paradigra-change" theory can perhaps offer us a concrete solution to
what appears as a circular reasoning.^
an additional,

It may also help us to find

external norm for distinguishing the essence of the

Christian faith from its culturally conditioned formulations.

"Paradigmenwechsel" in Theology
The

"change

of

paradigms"

("Paradigmenwechsel")

in

the

history of theology and the church is a question "that has occupied
me since the end of the seventies," observes Kung.^

The analysis of

paradigms,4 developed after Thomas S. Kuhn,^ is to some extent "an
analysis of the breaks in the history of Christianity,"6 chough it
is not "merely a study in history."
thinks

that

since paradigms

of

It is more than this.

the past

still

endure

Kung

in certain

*-Kung observes that even though "my faith is not based on
Scripture," because Jesus
Christ, not the inspired book, is the
ground of faith, "it is in Scripture that my faith in Jesus Christ
originates, since this is the testimony of Jesus" (Infallible?.
p. 218).
2The new concept of God advocated by our author is illustra
tive of the way in which the "change of paradigms" works.
^Kung, "On Being a Christian Theologian," p. 15.

larly

4For a description of the notion of "paradigm" as
proposed by KQng, see below, pp. 341ff.

^See Thomas Samuel Kuhn,
The Structure of
Revolutions (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
enl. ed., 1970) .

particu

Scientific
1962; 2nd.

6Kung, "On Being a Christian Theologian," p. 15.
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Christian

groups

and

churches,

"cheir

analysis

also

permits

a

precise analysis of the present."3.
It

was

Kuhn,

the

American

physicist

and

historian

of

science, Kung observes, who first made a comprehensive study of "the
structure
main

of scientific

thesis

verification

is

that

nor

by

revolutions.
radically

Kving asserts

new

falsification

theories

but

by

"the

arise

that Kuhn's
neither

replacement

of

hitherto accepted explanatory model (paradigm) by a new one."^
to

the

definition

of

"paradigm"

in

Kuhn’s volume,

Kuhn

by
a
As

himself

writes:
One sympathetic reader . . . concluded that the term is used in
at least twenty-two different ways.
Host of those differences
are, I now think, due to stylistic inconsistencies. . . . With
that editorial work done, two very different usages of the term
would remain.^

In one of these two usages, which Kuhn calls "the more global use,"3
paradigm stands for "the entire constellation of beliefs,

values,

techniques, and so on shared by the members of a given community."*’
It is this definition of Kuhn which KCng quotes in his application
of the concept of "paradigm-change" to theology.^

1Ibid.
^See KOng, Does God Exist?, p. 106.
3Ibid., p. 107.
^Kuhn, "Postscript--1969," in idem, The Structure, pp. 181-82.
5Ibid. , p. 182.
6Ibid., p. 175.
^See Kang, Does God Exist?. p. 107; see also Hans KCng and
David Tracy, eds. , Theologie--wohin?
Auf dem Wey zu einem neuen
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Kung's

claim

chat

the

paradigm-change

theory

facilitates

one's analysis of "what changed” and "what persisted" in the history
of Christianity,1 sheds light on our study of his position regarding
the

continuity-and-change

antithesis.

component

of

the

ort-hoHoxy-heresy

Moreover, the Paradigmenwechsel theory describes how a

"stubborn resistance" to everything Chat might result in a change or
replacement
Changes

of

always

the

established

provoke

paradigm

resistance.

is

The

likely

to

"conversion"

appear.2
to

a

new

paradigm occurs usually with "the second generation," which sees in
a new light what for the former one was "heretical."

In this way,

the "revolutionary change of certain former basic assumptions," once
accepted,

transforms

what

was

yesterday's

heresy

into

today's

orthodoxy.^
Kving's first exposition on Kuhn's theory^ appeared in Does
God Exist?

in the context of his discussion of the superiority of

Paradigma (G&tersloh: Gutersloher Verlagshaus Gerd Mohn; Einsiedeln:
Benziger Verlag, 1984), pp. 21-22, 41.
1Ibid.
2Poes God Exist?, p. 111.
JIbid., p. 112.
The importance of the paradigm-change
theory for the understanding of Kung's concept of orthodoxy and
heresy is asserted by our author himself.
Reacting to a communica
tion from me concerning the topic of this dissertation, Kung writes:
"Wichtig freilich wdre mir, dass Sie die neuesten Arbeiten von mir
zum Paradigmenwechsel in Ihrer Analyse miteinbeziehen.
Ich
denke also, dass im Lichte der Paradigmenentwicklung Sie meine
eigene theologische Denkgeschichte, aber auch meine Analyse des
Verhaltnisses von katholischer Kirche und anderen christlichen
Kirchen einerseits und Christenheit und Weltreligionen andererseits
besser verstehen kbnnen" ("Letter of Hans Kung to Enrisue Espinosa,"
June 2, 1987).
^See above, pp. 339-40.
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rationality

over

rationalism.*-

Further

explanations

of

the

paradigm-change theory and its application to theology can be found
in the most recent books edited by KUng,^ and in a volume to which
he has contributed.-*

The issue was also discussed at the Interna

tional Ecumenical Symposium held in Tubingen, May 23-26,
attended mostly by
University

of

theologians belonging

Chicago

Divinity

School

1983, and

to the faculties of the
and

the

University

of

Tdb ingen.^

The change of paradigms in
the natural sciences
In King's opinion, one of the main contributions of Kuhn's
"new philosophy

of

science"^

is

that

it

sets

forth how we make

*-See the section "Scientific Revolution: Thomas S. Kuhn," in
Does God Exist?. pp. 106-15.
^See especially KUng, "Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?," in
Kting and Tracy, eds., Theologie--wohln? (1984), pp. 19-25; and King,
"Paradigmenwechsel in der Theologie: Versuch einer Grundlagenerkldrung," in ibid., pp. 37-75.
See also King, "Ein neues Grundmodell von Theologie? Divergenzen und Konvergenzen," in Hans King
and David Tracy, eds., Das neue Paradjgma von Theologie: Strukturen
und Dimensionen (Einsiedeln: Benziger Verlag; GUtersloh: GUtersloher
Verlaghaus Gerd Mohn, 1986), pp. 205-16; and King, Theologie im
Aufbruch (1987), pp. 153-250, 253-73.
■*KUng, "Theologie auf dem Weg zu einem neuen Paradigms," in
JohannesB. Bauer, ed. , EntwCirfe der Theologie
(Graz, Vienna, and
Cologne:
StyriaVerlag, 1985), pp. 181-207.
4See Kving's and Tracy's "Vorwort," in Theologie--wohin?. pp.
7-8; see also the special report by one of the participants to that
Conference, Martin E. Marty, "Tubingen Models for Theology," CC 100
(1983):653-56.
The symposium was sponsored by the "Institut fur
dkumenische Forschung" of the University of Tvlbingen, the Institute
for the Advanced Study of Religion of the University of Chicago, and
the board of the international theological journal Concilium.

tives.

^Kuhn's theory has been criticized from different perspec
In the scientific realm Karl R. Popper is one of its most
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"progress"
of

in natural science.^

Scientific

science" there

Revolutions.^

Kung points

is progress attained

based upon past
"great

Quoting from Kuhn's The Structure

scientific

scientific

traditions

of

practice

scientific

that

in

"normal

by researchwhich, in turn,

achievements,

theoretical constructions."

everyday

out^

The

from

all

of which

constitute

latter provide models

which

research emerge.

particular
In

is

for

coherent

other words,

they

serve as paradigms. Ptolemaic and Copemican astronomy, Aristotelian
and Newtonian dynamics are examples of sets of opposed "paradigms on
a

grand

scale."

"students

accept

It

is

important

such paradigms

to notice

less

as

that,

c result

in practice,

of proofs

than

because of the authority of the textbook and the teacher."
Next to the "greater paradigms,"^ one can also find concrete
"puzzle

solutions"

scientific
practice

which can be described as paradigms.

research,"

according

in "puzzle solving,"

to

i.e.,

Kuhn's

of

"normal

science"

consists

in

in finding additional material

to make the accepted model more precise.
interests

theory,

"Normal

is more

In other words,
in a cumulative

the real
growth of

outspoken critics.
On the discussion between Kuhn and Popper's
followers, see Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave, eds., Criticism and
the Growth of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970).
^■Kung, Does God Exist?, pp. 106-07.
^See above, p. 339, n. 5.
^In what follows, we are quoting from Does God Exist? . p. 107.
^These paradigms on a grand scale are the ones which Kuhn
defines as "an entire constellation of beliefs, values, techniques,
etc., which are shared by the members of a given community" (Kuhn,
The Structure, pp. 175, 181-91).
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knowledge than in producing anything radically new.

If "anomalies

--new, unsuspected p he n om en a" - ar e detected in a given scientific
field, an attempt is made to fit these into the existing paradigm.
"Instead of falsifying the theory, an attempt is made to modify it,
to

correct

it,

to

formulate

it

in

a

new way."^

However,

the

increasing precision and expansion of the existing paradigm, and the
growing complexity of the theory are

the very things which at one

point lead to its undermining rather

than to the consolidation of

the paradigm.

When this occurs,

the time has come for a paradigm-

change.^
Several

characteristic

process must be stressed:

(1)

points

of

Kuhn's

paradigm-chaage

"A period of pronounced insecurity

generally precedes the emergence of new theories, which in the end
leads to the destruction of the p a r a d i g m . T h e usual condition for
the final rejection of an accepted paradigm is "crisis."
observes that as soon as a paradigm has proved itself,
are rarely interested in seeking alternatives.

(2) Kuhn
scientists

Nevertheless, when

Ipoes God Exist?, p. 107; emphasis Kung's.
2Ibid., pp. 107-108.
"Scientists at first show no slight
resistance to anything new
. . which might result in a change of
the paradigm, of its categories or of its operation," explains Kung
(ibid., p. 107).
He also notes that in their general resistance to
change of the greater paradigms, the scientists often simply wait or
even try to discredit the discoverer of anomalies as "a disturber of
the peace" (ibid., p. 108).
^Kung cites the increasing knowledge about the movement of
the stars which caused the Ptolemaic system to be replaced by the
revolutionary theory of Copernicus as an example of this idea.
The
Einsteinian revolution has produced a similar result.
^Does God Exist?, p.
from this page.

108.

In what follows we are quoting
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che decision

is made

co reject

a hitherto

accepted paradigm,

always coincides with the acceptance of another.

it

(3) The transition

to a new paradigm does not come about gradually as in the "normal
science"

process

of

gathering

revolution."

(4) The

incompatible:

The

old

information.

two paradigms,
must

yield

to

It

is a

"scientific

the old and the new,
the

new.

This

become

means,

in

practice, that established and familiar concepts are changed, "norms
and criteria are d i s p l a c e d . T h e

total world-picture, as in the

cases of Galileo and Darwin,

is changed.

Kuhn,

see

"cause

scientists

to

the

Paradigm changes,

world

of

their

notes

research-

engagement differently.
Kung draws several conclusions from Kuhn's scientific theory
of

paradigm-change:

(1)

Most

important

is

the

need

"epistemological relativizing of scientific knowledge."^
observes Kung,
not

for

an

In fact,

in natural science "great care is taken today . . .

to regard as absolute either the method applied or the truth

perceived."4

So, he notes, not even in physics may the assumption

that "nature can be known as it really is" be held.

(2) As a result

of new discoveries in connection with the theory of relativity and
quantum mechanics,

" m o d em physics starts out

from the assumption

that the conclusions of classical physics hold not in themselves but

^-It surely can be perceived that the issue of change of
"norms and criteria" of truth (in this case scientific truth) caused
by the shift of paradigm is of central importance for our query.
^Kuhn, The Structure, p. 87.
^Does God Exist?, p. 110.
4Ibid., p. 109.
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only under certain conditions."3sciences,

(3) Hence today,

in the natural

one customarily speaks not of "universally valid truths

copying reality" Hyc of hypothetical "patterns" that hoid true only
by virtue of "certain conditions and within certain limits.
(4) In brief,

"an absolutely objective

truth is not envisaged but

only one that is relatively objective."3
In addition, the "hyper-Cartesian rationality of an abstract
positivistic logic and linguistic analysis" has been appreciated as
too narrow an approach to reality.
clear,

observes Kung,

mathematical
method)."^
knowledge

method

that there is little excuse for making "the
and

In fact,
over

the

pronounced

remarks

Kung,

criticism."3

mathematical

notes he,

past

dimensions of history,
The

fifty

to

"a

new

truth

absolute

(monism

the development of the
years

psychology,

antidogmatism
led

It has now become abundantly

of

has

led

back

of

theory of

again

to

the

sociology, and even metaphysics.
the

logical-critical

dogmatism,

which

is

not

approach,
open

to

The theory of paradigm-change allows us to appreciate

that, conversely,

"no simple criterion," "no single rigid theory,"

"no single great paradigm" is adequate to judge the whole reality or
the entire process of scientific progress.®

1Ibid.
^Ibid., pp. 109-110.
3Ibid., p. 110.
4Ibid., p. 109.
5Ibid.
6Ibid.
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In the paradigm*change theory Kung finds further confirma
tion of

the accuracy of his view on

the complexity of truth and

reality.

In his opinion this scientific theory provides interesting

parallels

with

the way

in which he

sees

progress

being made

in

theology.

Theology and changes in tha
world picture
It
theology

is

scarcely

there

are

possible

also

This is certainly true,

to

deny

"scientific

that

in philosophy

revolutions,"

remarks

and

Kung.^

for instance, of the Cartesian and Kantian

turning points in the history of philosophy.

What about the history

of theology?

Kung recognizes that the idea of theological revolu

tions

odds

is

at

continuity,

with

identity

the

of

emphasis

teaching,^

by

and

the

even

official

church

infallible

on

teaching.

However, Kung asks, did not the great Greek theologians Clement and
Origen,

and later Augustine,

produce what

in many ways was a new

pattern of interpretation, a new paradigm?

Was not the acceptance

of Aristotle by Thomas Aquinas
What

shall

Middle

one say of Luther

Ages,

and

of

the

an equally significant revolution?
in relation to the

Enlightenment

and

theology of the

historical-critical

theology in relation to the theology of the Reformation?^

These,

1Ibid., p. 111.
^See above, pp. 90-91, about the semper eadem view.
■^Does God Exist?, p. 111.
In connection with the issue of
the application of Kuhn's theory to the history of the church and
its theology, Mark A. Noll observes that Kuhn's discussion of
"normal science," "paradigm shift," and "revolutionary" situations
has been
"applied promiscuously
to far too many historical
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holds

Kung,

can

be

considered

as

"far-reaching

changes

in

Che

history of theology and the church on a large scale."■L
In the

light of

this analysis,

Kung proposes a tentative

"periodization"^ which he considers basically "in harmony with the
familiar

world-,

church-,

and

historical-theological

periodiza

tion."^ Kung's periodization4 of th-? paradigm-changes in the history

developments."
In his opinion the theory seems to fit, however, in
what has to do with the shift from "a period in which normal science
proceeded under a secure paradigm (the Bible is the Word of God to
be interpreted by the conventions of common sense)," to a period
when "anomalies in the old theories seemed to proliferate (new
knowledge about world religions, new conceptions of historical
development, new advances in research, new standards of professional
study--and all exacerbated by social and economic changes in the
community experiencing the anomalies)."
Noll visualizes a brief
period of dialogue between those working in the old paradigm and
those struggling to impose a new one, taking place about 1880 to
1900.
Under the new paradigm, "the Bible, however sublime, is a
human book to be investigated with the standard assumptions that one
brings to the discussion of all products of human culture."
The
first generation which accepts the new paradigm, that is, the first
generation after the "revolution," then looks upon those who cling
to the old paradigm "as almost literally beneath contempt."
Noll
concludes that, "however helpful a consideration of paradigm shifts
may be in describing what went on, it is far less useful for
evaluating the truth-claims of the participants" (Between Faith and
Criticism: Evangelicals. Scholarship, and the Bible in America [San
Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1986], p. 45).
^•Kdng, "Ein neues Grundmodell?," p. 207.
^Ibid.; emphasis is KCing's. This seems the best translation
to the German word "Periodisierung."
3Ibid.
4See the diagrams which explain graphically this "Periodi
sierung," in KOng, "Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?," p. 25; and idem,
"Theologie auf dem Weg zu einem neuen Paradigma," p. 207.
Both
diagrams are identical and bear the title "Paradigmenwechsel in der
Geschichte von Theologie und Kirche."
Kung states that the papers
dealing with Origen and Augustin, Thomas and Luther, and with old
Protestant dogmatics and new Protestant doctrine of the faith, all
of which were presented at the Tubingen International Ecumenical
Symposium in 1983, have inspired him to try to periodicize the
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of Che church and Cheology distinguishes six basic models or "macro-

He lists them as follows:

paradigms."^

(1)

In the first century A.D. we have the period of Judeo-

Christianicy with the "classical theological" authors.
corresponds
shared

an

beliefs.^
From

with

the

"early Christian-Apocalyptic

"apocalyptical-eschatological
Kung holds

a modem

general

This period

paradigm"

which

constellation"

of

that this paradigm is obviously obsolete.3

standpoint,

in

the

"completely changed horizon

of

understanding of humanity today," we must admit that "the apocalyp
tic

framework of understanding"

developments.4

has been superseded by historical

He contends that it is well known that the course of

history prophesied in the book of Daniel in the four-empires scheme
"has been discredited by history itself and then also abandoned in
m o d e m times."3

This apocalyptic horizon "cannot and should not be

artificially resuscited today," warns Kdng, as not only "Adventists
and

Jehovah's

Witnesses,

but

sometimes

also

political

paradigm changes of theology and church (see Kung, "Was meint
Paradigmenwechsel?," p. 19).
See also Kilng, "Ein neues Grundmodell
von Theologie?;" and idem, Theologie im Aufbruch. pp. 153ff.
l"For reasons of explanation and distinction, I would like
to call these great epochal paradigms or basic models macro paradigms," observes Kilng.
They include a large number of "mesoparadigms" (like the two-natures Christological doctrine and the
soteriological doctrine of satisfaction of Anselm) and also "microparadigms" (see Kung, "Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?," p. 21).
^"Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?," p. 20.
3Ibid., p. 23.
4Kdng, Eternal Life?, p. 92.
5Ibid., p. 90.
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theologians"

try

characterized by

to

do.3,

The

horizon

two main beliefs,

of

namely

apocalyptic

ideas

was

the expectation of the

imminent coming of God's kingdom and the belief in the resurrection
at the end of time.^
(2)
sponds

The

second macro-paradigm,

to the period of the

according

to Kung,

"early Catholicism" of the Greek and

Latin fathers, especially the late first and second centuries.

In

this

is

"ancient-church

Origen,

and

Hellenistic

key words

are

paradigm"

"tradition"

the

main

(paradosist and

figure

"fathers"

(patres).3
Kung notes
Clement,
cians

Origen,

differ

in

that even though such theologians as Irenaeus,

Tertullian,
their

theologies,

constellation of beliefs,
the members

Cyprian,

values,

Athanasius,
they

use

and the Cappado-

jointly

techniques and so on,

of a given community."^

The community

"an

entire

shared by

in this case,

Kung says, must be understood as the community of theologians and as
the community of the church.
and

techniques

of

this

The constellation of beliefs, values,

period

"was

quite

different

from

the

LIbid., p. 92.
^Ibid. , pp. 89-92.

Cf. Pannenberg, "Dogmatic Theses," p. 147.

3Kung, "Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?,"
historical-theological survey above, pp. 50-64.

p.

25.

Cf.

the

^Ibid., p. 20.
Kdng quotes Thomas S. Kuhn's definition of
paradigm.
He also makes clear that, "In one paradigm several
theologies are possible" (Ibid., p. 22).
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apocalyptic-eschatological

entire

constellation

of

the

original

Judeo-Christian church."*(3) The third macro-paradigm Kung calls the "medieval-Roman
Catholic paradigm."
Augustin

and

Aquinas.

the

The turning point for this paradigm shift is

main

figure

of

this

medieval

period

is

Thomas

Key words which characterize this period are "ecclesia"

and "pana.
Kiing observes
Thomas, Bonaventura,
gical ways,

that even though Augustin,

Anselm,

Abelard,

Scotus, and Ockham follow different methodolo

they all reflected the overall basic model of under

standing of heir medieval epoch,

a model chat was quite different

from both the early Christian apocalyptic and the Greek and early
Latin church

fathers'

models of understanding.3

characterized by the Gregorian reform.
canonistic"

model

of

Roman

Catholic

This paradigm is

It is the "scholastic and
theology

which

flourished

particularly toward the eleventh century.
(4) After the reformatory councils of the fifteenth century,
the following
labels

century

saw

the rise

of a new paradigm which KQng

"the Protestant Reformation paradigm."

Major figures here

*-Ibid. , p. 20.
About some of the theological characteris
tics of this paradigm, see Kdng's views on the Hellenization of
Christian theology above, pp. 325-35.
^Cf. the historical-theological analysis of the components
of orthodoxy-heresy above, chapter 1, the sections on the ecclesias
tical criterion of orthodoxy, on the emergence of the issue of
infallibility, and on infallibility and the truth of the Christian
doctrine.
•y

JKung, "Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?," p. 20.
"Paradigmenwechsel in der Theologie," p. 45; and idem,
auf dem Weg," pp. 181-83.

Cf. idem,
"Theologie
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are Luther and Calvin.
of the Scriptures.^
Zwingli,
that

Key words are "Word of God" and "inerrancy”

Again, Kung points out that even though Luther,

and Calvin had their theological strifes,

theirs

was a

completely different

model

it remains true
of

understanding

compared with

the typical medieval Roman Catholic model of theology

and church. ^

The reformers' was

a"revolutionarybiblical-'~hrist‘?-

centric new conception of the whole theology."^
Two secondary paradigms are described by Kung as subsets of
the

"Protestant

Reformation

paradigm."

They

are

the

"medieval-

counterreformatory-Neoscholastic Roman Catholic”4 and the
tant-orthodoxy"
crisis which
the

paradigms^--though

to

in

turn

would

suffer

a

the Swiss theologian describes as being generated by

Enlightenment

objecting

these

"Protes-

both

and
the

the

historical-critical

"systematic-speculative

theology

in

their

Scholasticism"

of

Roman Catholicism and the "biblicist" Protestant orthodoxy.^

^"Was
meint
Paradigmenwechsel?,"
p.
25.
Cf.
Kung,
"Theologie auf dem Weg," pp. 188-91; idem, "Paradigmenwechsel in der
Theologie," p. 50.
^Kung, "Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?," p. 20.
^Kung, "Paradigmenwechsel in der Theologie," p. 50.
4See Kung, "Theologie auf dem Weg zu einem neuen Paradigma,"
pp. 183-85; idem, "Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?," p. 25.
^Kdng, "Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?," p. 25; see also idem,
"Paradigmenwechsel in der Theologie," p. 50.
Though these two
models are ideologically opposed, they represent a hardening of the
positions of both Catholics and Protestants as a result of the
"revolution" of Luther and Calvin.
Roman Catholics answered the
Protestants with the Counter-Reform, while Protestant Orthodoxy
stressed the inerrancy of the Bible.
^KQng, "Paradigmenwechsel in der Theologie," pp. 50-51.
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(5)

In

seventeenth

the

and

"modem-times-Enlightenment

eighteenth

centuries,

Schleiermacher, "theology could no

whose

paradigm"

major

of

the

exponent

was

longer be conducted as

times of the Reformation and of the Protestant orthodoxy."^

in the
The key

word here is "reason."

From the beginning of the modern times and

under

the new rationalistic-empirical philosophy

and

the
the

influence of
natural

Schleiermacher,

sciences,

Baur,

the

Ritschl,

different from one another,

theologies

Hamack,

of

Scmler,

and Troeltsch,

Reimarus,
even though

shared the common trait of questioning

both Protestant biblicism and Catholic neo-Scholasticism associated
with the older paradigms.
(6)

Finally,

in our twentieth century and coexisting with

Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant "traditionalisms,"^ as well
as with the liberal theology derived from the modern-Enlightenment
paradigm,

we

dialectical,

have

the

"contemporary paradigm"

existential,

hermeneutical,

which

political,

includes

the

and liberation

(feminist, black, third-world) theologies.
The
Ecumenical

basic

issue

Symposium

at

which

stake

raised

gathered

at

by

the

Tubingen

International
in

1983

was

precisely whether there was such a thing as a new paradigm or basic

^-Kung, "Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?,” pp. 20, 25.
^Referring to the five macro-paradigms mentioned above, Kung
observes that "in all these cases--in discontinuity and in continu
ity! --innovation finally turned into tradition.
To be sure: when
the great historical processes of transformation are ignored, then
tradition turns into traditionalism.
One tries to preserve the old
model of understanding" ("Was meint Paradigmenwechsel?," p. 20;
emphasis in the original).
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model of theology?

"And if so, do we need it today?"!

all

theories,

the

different

methods,

structures,

jn Sp^ce of

and

theologies

(such as those mentioned above), Kung asks,
[Are there] any unchangeable constants which run through this
paradigm like a golden thread which any Christian theology must
presuppose
if it wants to he a scientific, responsible and
justifiable record of the Christian faith?2
While ananswer to this question
to the fact

that "the criteria for

discussed more

a new paradigm would have to be

thoroughly in the future,"'! one Ching remains sure,

thinks Kung; namely,

that "we are in the midst of a transition from

the m o d e m to a post-modern paradigm."^
post-modernparadigm,
keyword,"^
social,

is unquestionably related

which

is characterized

we

This "post-Enlightenment or

cannot

yet

designate

by a crisis on several

levels

with

a

in the

political, and economic world, not to mention the potential

destruction of humankind and its environment.

It is also character

ized by social antagonisms such as exploitation, oppression, racism,
and

sexism.

reveals

In the theological

that

'only true,'

a

"shaking

realm,

of the dominance

'only saving,'

the

contemporary

crisis

of Christianity

as the

'absolute' religion" for the first time

!-See Kung, "Ein neues Grundmodell von Theologie?," p. 205.
2Ibid.
3Ibid., p. 210.
^Kung,"Theologie
original.

auf

dem Weg,"

p.

199;

emphasis

in the

5Ibid., p. 208.
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has

allowed an encounter of Christianity with "other religions on

the level of 'approximate equality*."^
All
emphasized

in

all,

time

and again

paradigm-change
logy."^

It

those

deserves

is

"the

who

attended

that"the

Christian
Christ."4

of

old gospel

theology

tradition,

the

In Kung's

Testament have

problem

of

symposium

continuity

in a

special consideration in Christian
and

interpreted afresh for our time.^
paradigm-change

the Tubingen

has

gospel,

opinion,

none

other"

theo

which must be

The one constant which in all
to

maintain its

the

faith

however,

"the

place

in God

is

and

gospel

in Jesus

and

to be distinguished from each other."

"the

the

New

He remarks

that his stay and research at the University of Tubingen has made
this clear to him.^
To conclude,
ecumenical
mind.

the Swiss

paradigm,"

theologian asserts

two constants

of

that

theology must

in "a new

be

kept in

First is "the basic norm of a critical ecumenical theology."

This is the Christian message itself,
which comes from Jewish tradition."
its expression "in the

"the gospel of Jesus Christ,
This basic witness has

found

Scriptures of the Old and NewTestaments"

is "totally focused on the living Jesus of history,

and

who is also the

^■Ibid. , pp. 210-11; emphasis Kur.g's.
^Kung,
emphasis his.

"Ein

neues

Grundmodell

von

Theologie?,"

p.

^Ibid.; emphasis in the original.
4Ibid.
^See "Theologie auf dem Weg," p. 192.
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norm and the criterion for my very personal, Christian faith."1- The
second constant in a new paradigm can be expressed as follows:

"In

order to be a contemporary theology it must face the present world
and open itself to the world'«= needs and hopes."

In other words,

the new horizon of a "critical ecumenical theology is our present
world

of

experience

in

all

its

ambivalence,

contingency,

and

changeableness.
The question raised at the end of chapter 3 seems to have
found

an answer: on the one hand, ehe historical and scientific ways

of thinking, characteristic of the 1980's, adopted as thepreeminent
norms of truth,

and,

on the other hand,

Kung's application of the

paradigm-change theory to the history of theology and the church (to
explain how today's heresy may become the next paradigm's orthodoxy)
are both regarded as playing a determinant role in the way by which,
in his view, Christian truth must be determined.

In fact, it is the

contemporary paradigm as "a whole constellation of beliefs, values,
and

techniques"

which

has,

paradigm of the biblical times.

in

practice,

preeminence

over

the

At the end, it seems that from the

original apostolic witness as recorded in the NT, we can rescue "the
gospel" alone, which is reduced to a minimum core,

i.e., not even

the proclamation of the Jesus of history but those aspects of his
proclamation in which he was not, due to his sharing in the paradigm
of his time, mistaken.

^Ibid., pp.

194-95; emphasis in the original.

^Ibid., pp.

196-97; emphasis is Kung's.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

357
The
and

dynamic and historical notion of truth,

revelation

dialectical

held

by

Kung,

way

of

reasoning,

task

in

the

as

well

help

to

as

reality,

his

use

of

support

his

views

God,

Hegel's
just

described.
My

concluding

chapter

is

to

summarize

the

findings of this study and to appraise Kung's model of orthodoxyheresy as described and analyzed thus

far.

Special

given to his criteria and norms of Christian truth.
that

an

one-sided

revelation,

and

selective

approach

to

the

attencinn

is

Kung's notion
totality

of

in particular to the NT Canon, are in essence heresy--a

view which he still holds today---is also addressed.

Some critical

questions are raised in the context of the paradigm-change theory as
well.
further
concept

The dissertation concludes by pointing to some areas where
study
of

is

possible

doctrinal

and

necessary

truth-error

regarding

both

(orthodoxy-heresy)

KClng's

and

the

antithesis of orthodoxy-heresy in general.

1See Kung's Theologie 1m Aufbruch

(published in 1987),

97-108.
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CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, CRITIQUE, AND CONCLUSION

In the preceding chapters I have endeavored to describe and
analyze Hans
attention

Rung's model of orthodoxy-and-heresy, paying special

to

his

criteria

and

norms

of

Christian

truth.

The

historical-theological outline of the development of the orthodoxyheresy

antithesis

presented

in

chapter

1

gave

us

a

chance

consider both Kung's understanding of the principles, criteria,

to
and

norms of orthodoxy identified there and his position concerning the
main theological issues related to the antithesis.
Chapter

1 had

an

additional

purpose.

It

was

aimed

at

discerning the connections existing among the constitutive elements
of the

orthodoxy-heresy structure.

The attempt was

thus made to

come to a comprehensive and organic perception cf this complex issue
in order to carry on a well-founded analysis and critique of Kung's
views.

I

deemed

such a

comprehensive

understanding

helpful to

clarify both the rationale and the implications of Kung's position
on the question of Christian truth and error.
This

survey

not

only

provided

the

loci

I needed

for an

appropriate study of Kdng's model of orthodoxy-heresy but, in under
scoring the historical and organic interconnection that exists among
them,

it also

suggested a logical

sequence

for

the

treatment of

Kilng's views.
358
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The Structure of the Orthodoxv-Heresv
Antithesis

Chapter

1 identified both

traditional and m o d e m

criteria

and norms of orthodoxy,^ as they appeared throughout the history of
the Christian church,
the

structure

considered

of

along

among the constitutive elements involved in

the
with

orthodoxy-heresy
the

principles

antithesis.

undergirding

These

were

them and

some

relevant theological issues, again traditional and modem,

related

to the general problem of the church’s definition of doctrinal truth
and error.
A definition of the manner in which the terms "principle,"
"criterion," and "norm" are used in this dissertation was necessary.
By "principle"

I referred to the fundamental,

primary,

and general

context undergirding the criteria and norms of orthodoxy.

In other

words, principles were regarded as essential concepts which serve as
a general frame or context to understand those criteria and norms.
In

a

sense,

orthodoxy

it

are

"criterion"

might

derived

and

be
from

"norm,"

held
chose

though

that

the

criteria

principles.
in vernacular

As

and norms
for

the

of

terms

discourse they

may

often be synonymous,

in these pages a distinction was made between

them

issue of

as

far

as

the

orthodoxy-heresy

is concerned.

By

"criterion" I intended to designate Chat which enables one to decide

^The separating line distinguishing between "traditional"
and "modem" criteria, norms, and issues is approximately the time
of the Protestant Reformation.
The Renaissance, the Reformation,
the Enlightenment, and the French Revolution may be considered as
parts of the process by which authority and tradition (i.e., the two
principles undergirding the traditional criteria
and norms
of
orthodoxy) became questionable.
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whether a doctrinal proposition is true or false.

I have used the

term in the broad sense of the grounds, basis, or means for judging
the

legitimacy of Christian doctrines.

are

thus

related

affirmed to be

to the basis

true or false

The criteria of orthodoxy

on which a particular doctrine
(orthodox or heretical).

is

In brief,

criteria are understood here as those general and abstract areas of
reality

where

the

elements

which

guide

the

testing of Christian truth are grounded.
term

"norm"

standards

has

of

been

Christian

used

to

truth

abstract nature of a criterion.

specific

against

the

or

patterns

against

their

and

more

the

concrete

general

and

In this usage, norms ire regarded

as concrete expressions of a given criterion.
models

in

On the other hand,

designate

over

believers

which

a

Norms are explicit

particular

doctrine

can

be

measured in order to verify its orthodoxy.
As

a

particular

example

of

this

differentiation,

I have

considered authority as the general principle undergirding both the
revelational and the ecclesiastical criteria of orthodoxy, while the
principle

of

tradition

(or,

more

specifically,

of

succession-

tradition)

stands behind the ecclesiastical criterion.

As far as

the revelational criterion is concerned,
basis

on

legitimate
revelation.
Canon^ were

which
was

early
the

The

Christians

belief

that

teaching of the

regarded as

^Throughout this
synonymous of Scriptures.

concrete

it means that the general

accepted

they

had

their

been

delivered

apostles and
expressions

dissertation.

Canon

doctrines

as

through

the New Testament

of

the

has

revelational

been

used
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criterion--to the extent
been

uttered

therefore,

by

chat

divine

specific

their content was believed to have

revelation-inspiration.

norms

which

made it

They

possible to

were,

decide

the

authenticity of any alleged Christian belief or teaching.
In
some

summary, chapter 1 made it plain

specific

beginning,

doctrinal

served

as

a

certain criteria by which
legitimate

from

false

that the conflicts over

points, mainly

Christological

catalyst

gradual development

for the

the early church sought

belief

and teaching.

The

at the
of

to distinguish
two

outstanding

criteria of Christian truth which appeared early in the scenario of
Christian

theology

criteria,

in

were

that

the

revelational

chronological order.

and

the

These

ecclesiastical
I

labeled

the

"traditional"^ criteria of orthodoxy.
Both

criteria

orthodoxy.
teaching of

In

context

the apostles

consequence of
their death,

the

found expression

came

of

in some

concrete norms

the revelational criterion,

to be

thefirst such norm.

of
the

As a

the recognized authority of the apostles and after

a corpus of neotestamentarian apostolic writings was

regarded as a sound norm (the second norm of classical orthodoxy).
The original apostolic tradition was believed to have found
embodiment also in an oral form which was kept and passed on by the
disciples of the apostles--the principle of tradition.

Controver

sies about who possessed the authentic oral tradition necessary to
interpret correctly the canonical Scriptures brought torth the idea
that the former was preserved,

by the grace of the Spirit,

In the

^See above, p. 359, n. 1.
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catholic (universal) ecclesia,

specifically in Chose churches which

stood in the succession of the apostles.
has been

retained

criterion

of

in this dissertation as the second traditional

orthodoxy:

traditions^ of

the

found expression.
in

ecclesiastical

criterion.

the church constituted a concrete norm

norm of classical orthodoxy)

summarized

This view constitutes what

the

Those
"rule

(the

oral
third

in which the ecclesiastical criterion

traditions were considered
of

The

faith"

or

to be orally

"canon of truth" which,

in

turn, was the forerunner of the written creeds of the early church.2
From the ecclesiastical criterion of correct doctrine, added to the
undisputed teaching authority of the apostles, was later derived the
fourth norm of classical orthodoxy: The bishops came to be viewed as
the successors of the apostles, and thus the pronouncements of the
episcopal Magisterium were regarded as normative.
In this context, two theological issues appear as paramount
in the Middle Ages.

The institutional consolidation of the church

after the conversion of the emperor Constantine led the authority of
the

post-apostolic

ecclesiastical

traditions

and

that

of

the

pronouncements of the episcopal Magisterium to overpower in practice
the authority of the canonical Scriptures.
and

political

episcopacy,

reasons

and

thanks

to

the

Due to both religious
power

achieved

by

the

the notions of the catholicity and unity of the church

^•A distinction
is made
here between tradition as a
fundamental principle related to the transmission of the Christian
message and the specific traditions of the church as a norm of
orthodoxy.
For further reference to the various nuances of the term
tradition, see above, p. 38, n. 1; p. 51, n. 1; and p. 59, n. 1.
2Cf. Gilles, The People of the Creed, pp. 48-49.
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were emphasized.

Ecclesiastical unity was enforced, which resulted

in an increasing monolithic unity of the doctrine of the official
church.
was

Variation from the approved version of Christian doctrine

regarded as heretical.

In addition

to the importance of the

unity of the church's doctrine, the charismatic infallibility of the
Magisterium was stressed in an attempt to affirm the truthfulness of
the ecclesiastical teachings.
The
reviewed

principles,

thus

far

are

criteria,

norms,

the

constitutive

main

orthodoxy-heresy structure which appear
the end of the Middle Ages.
defined not

merely

as

and

theological

issues

elements

of

clearly delineated

the

toward

During that period of time heresy was

false

teaching,

when measured against

the

norms of classical orthodoxy, but as a sin against church and state,
indeed essentially as "non-church."
The

Protestant

Reformation

constituted

a

revolutionary

turning point in the history of the Christian church and theology.
For

one

thing,

the

confrontation

between

the

Catholic

and

the

Protestant positions raised in a clear way the relativity of the
concepts of orthodoxy and heresy.

To Roman Catholics, the Reformers

seemed to clearly fit the category of heretics since they adopted
views

contrary

to

the

Roman

Catholic

norm

teachings of the ecclesiastical Magisterium.
the

contrary,

since

they

these views

understood

of

truth,

i.e.,

the

To the Reformers,

on

could hardly be described as heretical

them

to

be

in accordance

with

what

regarded as the norm of truth, the Bible.
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Aparc
categories

of

from

the

issue

orthodoxy

and

of

the

heresy,

relative
the

application of

Protestant

the

Reformation

brought about a crisis in the formerly potential tension between the
revealed

and

the

ecclesiastical

norms

of

orthodoxy.

In

the

confrontation between the normative authority of the Canon and the
insights and truth-claims of post-biblical traditions that developed
in

the

Christian

communities--co

which

an

authoritative

and

normative status was also attributed by the church--one perceives a
conflict between the "original deposit”^ of Christian belief and the
agent transmitting and interpreting the truths of revelation,
the

ecclesiastical

terms,

Magisterium.

Translated

into

i.e.,

epistemological

this was a conflict between the object of knowledge and its

subject or agent.
Moreover,
the

Roman

norms

on the one

Catholic

of Christian

side,

Church

had

truth,

and,

the Protestant allegation that

departed widely
on

the other,

from
the

the original

Roman Catholic

insistence on the authority of the Magisterium brought the tension
existing between these two norms of orthodoxy into a deadlock.
more

Protestants

Catholic

Church,

contested
the more

the

teaching

Catholics

authority

stressed it.

of

the

The
Roman

Evidently,

the

Impasse had to do with the interpretation of the original deposit of
faith by
impasse

the church.

Again

in epistemological

terms,

it was

an

involving the interpretation of the object of knowledge by

^Since in Roman Catholic theology the deposit
defined as consisting of the canonical Scriptures
Tradition (see the Vatican II Constitution on Divine
art. 10, in Abbott, Docs, of Vatican II. p. 117), my
"original" deposit refers to the Scriptures alone.

of faith is
and sacred
Revelation,
designation
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nhe agent:.

Protestants stressed the infallibility of the original

deposit alone,
of

the

while Roman Catholics added to it the infallibility

agent.

authority

Though

of

the

both parties

canonic-1

agreed as

Scriptures,

they

to

the

infallible

differed

in

their

appreciation of the infallibility of the teaching authority of the
church.

The problem of defining doctrinal truth and error was thus

being opened to the interpretative

level.^

"hermeneutical"

address

criterion

able

to

There was need for a
the

problem

of

truth

without restricting its solution to two factors--object and agent-of

theological

knowledge,

i.e.,

to

the

content

of

the

original

deposit and the teaching authority of the church.
A new hermeneutical criterion was offered to the theological
community

in

the

change

of

presuppositions

or

basic

assumptions

which emerged in the Western world from the eighteenth century on.
This

change

brought

forth

a new world-view which challenged

classical and medieval transcendent,
ultimate reality and truth.
of

the

timeless, and static notion of

In contrast with the two-tiers theory

structure of reality^ prevailing until

"Weltanschauung"
historicism,

i.e.,

of

the

the

post-Enlightenement

then,
period

the dominant
came

to

be

the dynamic and temporalistic conception of the

^-Any epistemological structure contains three elements or
factors: The object of knowledge (what is to be known), the subject
or agent (the one who knows), and the interpretative process itself.
In the structure of the orthodoxy-heresy issue, these elements
correspond to the original deposit of faith, the Magisterium of the
church, and the interpretative criterion employed by the Magiste
rium, respectively.
^On the two-tiers theory, see above, pp. 97, 104, 130, 133135 passim.
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world which tended to view all knowledge and all forms of experience
in

a

context

historical
reality

of

historical

consciousness^

(i.e.,

change

involved

a non-static

and
a

ontology)

development.^
dynamic

which,

The

new

understanding

in turn,

entails

of
a

relativistic epistemology.^
In this context,

the theories of the development of dogma

became an important issue in the theological field
the fact that many of

They underlined

the dogmas which the churches presented as

eternal truths handed down essentially unchanged since the apostolic
times had often had their origin in later historical circumstances.
The

concepts

of

relative value.

doctrinal

truth

As a result,

and

error

thus

acquired

a more

the call for a nondogma tic and more

pluralistic Christianity has brought to the foreground the idea of
the inappropriateness of such concepts as orthodoxy and heresy.
Not surprisingly,
(or fallibility)

the issue of the truth and infallibility

of Christian doctrine and that of its continuity

and change were identified in this dissertation as the most salient

^So Karl Mannheim, "Historismus;" and Ernst Troeltsch, Per
Historismus und seine Probleme. For a brief treatment of the shifts
in the meaning of the term "historicism," see Mandelbaum, "Historicism," The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (1967), 4:22-25.
^Mandelbaum points out that the m o d e m
characterized by its historical way of thinking
Historical Knowledge, p. 1).

world is often
(The Problem of

^Historical relativism, notes Bultmann, is primarily the
product of Romanticism.
The latter denies that a universal human
reason which could conceive truths of absolute timeless value exists
at all.
The "historical school," being "the offspring of Romanti
cism," with its conception of reality as a historical process finds
objectionable the idea of absolute truth (Bultmann, The Presence of
Eternity, pp. 9-10).
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theological

issues

of

the post-Reformation

period as

far as

the

orthodoxy-heresy antithesis is concerned.
As for the hermeneutical criterion of truth stressed in the
context of the new historicist world-view, it was identified in this
study

as

the

"scientific"

criterion.

It

means

that

the

modern

scientific mentality recognizes as true that which can be stated on
the basis of an objective establishing of the facts.

Modernity is

indeed characterized by the questioning of traditional authorities,
the depreciation of tradition in general, and the articulation of a
new

norm

of

truth^

in

accordance

with

the

modem

scientific

criterion.
The m o d e m scientific criterion found concrete expression in
the historicist approach.
who

believed

eternal

and

philosophers,

they

had

In contradistinction to early Christians,
found

transcendent
who

God,

discovered

the

truth

and
the

in

the

classical

truth

in

revelation

Greek

and

of

an

Hellenist

the blossoming of

the

eternal in the spatio-temporal realm, m o d e m man sees truth existing
in

the

concrete

dimension

of

history.-*

Historicism

is

thus

a

'-Ernest Cuneo notes tnat the scientific method of knowledge
consists essentially of observing the object to which it is to be
applied,
inventing an hypothesis which tends to explain the
observation, and checking the hypothesis against further observation
(Science and History, p. 7).
^So M. A. Gillespie, Hegel. Heidegger, and the Ground of
History, p. 8; and R. Bultmann, The Presence of Eternity. p. 7.
^Following Dilthey, Croce and their disciples, Gillespie
describes historicism as the assumption that history is not merely
one realm of being but all reality and that there is nothing behind,
beneath or above history (Hegel. Heiddeger. and the Ground of
History, p . 18).
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definite scientific-philosophical conception of reality.

For that

reason it was regarded in this dissertation as a concrete norm in
which the scientific criterion finds expression.

For the sake of

convenience, without any intent of lessening the distinction I made
between criteria and norms,

I bring up the "scientific-historical

criterion," thus referring both to the primary appreciation for the
scientific criterion of truth and to the historical way of thinking
characteristic of m o d e m man.'thinking,
relatively
extent

According to the historical way of

any specific formulation of a Christian doctrine is only
true.

that

they

In other words,

doctrines express

are

in

understood

their

truth to the

time-conditioned

and

culturally conditioned context.
The consideration of the m o d e m criterion and norm of truth
and the theological issues related to orthodoxy-heresy just reviewed
completed

my

outline

orthodoxy-heresy

of

structure

the

main

constitutive

in chapter

1.

The

elements

following

of
step,

the
in

chapter 2, was to describe the main theological traits of Hans Kung.
Chapters 3 and A described and analyzed Kung's understanding of the
constitutive elements of the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis.
One finds in the remainder of the present chapter a summary
of Kung's
criteria,

attitude
norms,

toward

and

the

issues

traditional

of orthodoxy,

and m o d e m

principles,

followed by a critical

evaluation of his own criteria and norms of Christian truth.

^"There are two great intellectual forces in the c o d e m
world, science and history, and while they often seem mutually
antagonistic they are in fact fundamentally complementary."
So
writes Gillespie (Hegel. Heidegger, and the Ground, p. ix).
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Kung's Criteria and Norms of Christian
Truch; A Review
Chapter 2 underscored the leading concerns which constitute
the starting point of KCtng's theology.
concerns

were

ecumenical

identified

understanding

as

his

among

Pastoral

interest
all

in nature,

in contributing

Christian

traditions

these
to

the

and

his

preoccupation for proclaiming the gospel in terms both intelligible
and

relevant

regarded

as

critical

to

to

modem

explaining
a

humankind.
KCtng's

The

latter

theological

historical-critical

concern

shift

approach

to

may

from

be

a

pre-

exegesis

and

dogmatics, which includes his change of perspective from a theology
"from above" to a theology "from b e l o w . H i s

"decision in favor of

scientific theology"^ must also be understood in the context of this
pastoral concern.
The

outline

of

the

history

of

the

church

and

theology

presented in chapter 1 from the perspective of the orthodoxy-heresy
antithesis divided that history into three main periods.
period,

The first

from the inception of Christianity down to the time of the

Council

of

orthodoxy.

Nicaea,
The

corresponds

second

coincides

to

the

with

formation
the

of

classical

consolidation

of

the

ecclesiastical criterion of orthodoxy during the Middle Ages.

The

last period starts with the crisis originated by the Reformation and
includes the issues and criteria of truth which have appeared in the
last

two

hundred

years

or

so.

In

recent

years

Kung

has

been

^See my analysis above, pp. 141-46.
^Kung, "On
(Summer 1987):12.

Being

a Christian Theologian,"

The

Critic
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analyzing

che

perspective,

same

historical

namely,

developments

from

that of the "Paradigmenwechsel"

a

different

in theology.

He distinguishes six periods or macro-paradigms: the apocalyptical,
Hellenistic, medieval. Reformation,

Enlightenment,

and post-modern.

The paradigm-change theory bears upon the orthodoxy-heresy issue to
the

extent

that,

in

Kung's

view,

it

explains

how

"the

whole

constellation of presuppositions, beliefs, values, etc.," shared by
the Christian community and particularly by the theologians, have
fluctuated

when

"revolutions"

occurred

which

replaced

the

old

paradigm by a new one, thus making the old obsolete and at the same
time introducing a new orthodoxy.

In Kung's analysis, it is usually

the defenders of past paradigms whs tend to deem the new interpreta
tion heretical.
Interestingly

enough,

likewise be applied to his

Kung's

paradigm-change

theory

own theological development.

may

In this

context, Kung compares his decision in favor of scientific theology
with a stone

thrown into the water causing concentric circles

spread out.

In his case,

to

three concentric circles may be distin

guished, corresponding to the decades of the sixties, seventies, and
eighties,

in which

concentrations

on

first ecclesiological, then

Christological, and finally more global fields^ have taken place, in
that order.^

^•On the Paradigmenwechsel theory, see above, pp. 339ff.
^Kung's interest in more global fields is revealed in his
inter-religious and inter-disciplinary dialogues.
^See Kung's
Theologian".

own

auto-analysis

in

"On

Being

a

Christian
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In correlation with the gradual widening of Kung's areas of
interest from issues mostly restricted to Roman Catholicism to those
of

interest

humanity,

to

his

all

of

primary

Christianity
norm

undergone some modifications.

and

and,

standard

eventually,
of

to

Christian

all

truth

of
has

In the context of his methodological

stress on the normativity of the Scriptures over against tradition,^
Kung increasingly put his emphasis into "the gospel,"^ which, as we
noticed, he distinguishes from the NT Canon.4

Indeed,

it might be

held that Rung retains the Scripture as "the locus” or primordial
source of Christian beliefs and teachings, while the gospel consti
tutes the center of his personal faith.
two-fold norm,
world

of

He has lastly emphasized a

i.e., "the living Jesus of history" and "our present

experience"

as

the

two constants

of

theology

in a new

paradigm.^
My analysis in chapter 3 suggested that Kung's stress on the
normativity of the Scriptures over against tradition took place in
the context

of his

intra-Catholic discussion,

mostly on ecclesiological

matters.

which was

centered

In his dialogue with Protes-

^•Kving himself acknowledges that "the original center" of his
theology (i.e., his "fundamental Christian conviction which is
rooted in the gospels")
"has not remained untouched" by the
concentric circular development of his thought (see KCLng, "On Being
a Christian Theologian," pp. 16, 12).
^The preaching of the apostles "as it has come down to us in
the writings of the New Testament" is "valid for all time," observes
Kung (The Church, p. 456)
^See Kilng, "New Consensus," p. 14.
4Kilng, "Theologie auf dem Weg," p. 192.
5Ibid., pp. 194-97.
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cants, however,

Kung underlined the

"catholicity"

of the NT^- and

questioned the selectivity and one-sidedness which, in his view,
characteristic of Protestantism.

The latter's one-sided approach to

the Canon, he noted, is of the essence of "heresy."
dialectical
development,

fashion,

during the

is

second circle

In a typically

of his

theological

KCtng underlined the normativity of the gospel and of

Jesus Christ himself^ over against either a "traditionalistic"- or a
"biblicist"4*' approach.

In the same context, he emphasized that the

Scriptures, in particular those of the NT, must be understood from a
historical-critical perspective if one wants to know the message of
thereal,

historical

Jesus.

Finally,

in

his

inter-religious

dialogue and in his dealings with the concerns of the secular mind,
Kdng continues

to advocate the "old gospel,"^

this

time,

however,

stressing the necessity of the latter to be Interpreted afresh from
the perspective of the totality of human experience.

^As, for
instance,
in his discussion with
theologians KAsemann and Diem. See above, pp. 190-200.

Protestant

^Catherine LaCugna observes that KQng has not chosen any
doctrinal center for his hermeneutic (no canon within the Canon,
like KAsemann did with the doctrine of justification). Rather he
has placed "a living person" at the center, Jesus Christ himself
(LaCugna, Methodology of Kung. p. 213, n. 28).
^Which
position.

is,

in

KOng's

view,

the

typical

Roman

Catholic

^Namely, the traditional Protestant position.
I must add
that, as described by Kving, this "biblicist" approach seems to be
that of fundamentalist Protestants.
^Kung, "Ein neues Grundmodell?," p. 212.
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The Traditional Criteria and Norms
of Orthodoxy
It vas within the first circle of his theological develop
ment,

when

he

concentrated

on

ecclesiological

matters

in

the

historical context of the ecumenical awakening of the Roman Catholic
Church,

that Kung dealt with the principle of religious authority,

regarded in my analysis as the fundamental ground undergirding the
traditional criteria and norms of orthodoxy.
KCtng's

leading

pastoral

concerns

(i.e.,

the

reunion

of

Christianity and the credible presentation of the gospel to modernminded humanity) compelled him to confront the Roman Catholic model
of authority advocating

"a renewed authority,"

both

in

what

is

involved

the

"original

required "at the present time."^-

i.e.,

Christian

one aware of
message"

and

Though he explicitly stated that

"We are not speaking against authority in the Church, but for it,"^
KOng was also careful

to ooint out Uiac the Roman Catholic way of

exercising religious authority constituted the number one stumbling
block to Christian unity.^

For one thing,

our author proposed an

^KOng, Truthfulness. p. 7; emphasis his.
See also above,
pp. 158ff.
This two-fold concern of Kung (namely, a "return to the
sources" and a sensitivity for m o d e m requirements) is clearly
reflected in his dogmatic (systematic) thought.
His doctrine of
Christ, for instance, eventually questioned the "high" Christology
built upon the theological thought of Barth and the philosophical
views of Hegel.
According to KCLng himself, this high Christology
lacked adequate foundation in the historico-critical examination of
the New Testament sources, as well as in the self-understanding of
m o d e m man in the light of contemporary reality" (Kung, "On Being a
Christian Theologian," p. 13).
^Truthfulness. p. 7.
^See, for instance,
Council in Action, p. 197.

Kung,

The Council, pp.

128-29;

idem,
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attitude

of

the

church's

Magisterium

which

would

reveal

its

evangelical and servant nature rather than an authoritarian one.'For another,
Magisterium

he
in

advocated
its

scholarly means

the duty

teaching activity

of modern research,

correctly of God.^

of

theologians

through

to assist

the discernment,

of whether

the
by

the church speaks

Kung's scientific criterion of Christian truth

already showed up here,

a criterion which he wanted

to harmonize

with the principle of authority: Even though in the church "theology
cannot take the place of authority," neither can the latter be "a
substitute

for

teaching of

theology,"-^

theologians

remarked

he.

In

implying

that

the

and the episcopal Magisterium stand in a

relation of equality, our author came into direct confrontation with
the Vatican.^

At the bottom was the issue of Kting's questioning the

special charism of infallibility which Roman Catholics believe has
been granted to the Magisterium of the church.
Always within the context of the principle of authority and
within the bounds

of his

intra-Catholic discussion,

Kiing stressed

the norms related to the revelational criterion of Christian truth
over against those belonging to the category of the ecclesiastical
criterion.

Even though he may not have dealt at length with the

doctrine of revelation nor with the relationship existing between

•1-See, for instance, Kung, Why Priests?. pp. 39-40.
^KCng, Freedom Today, p. 82.

See above, pp. 160-65.

^Freedom Today, p. 82.
^See the CDF's letter to Kung, dated March
Catholic Conference, The Kdne Dialogue, pp. 78-84).

30,

1974 (U.S.
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his

own

view

of

revelacion

and

criterion of orthodoxy,

his

truth

realm of

falls

within

the

Che

traditional

confessed ultimate

revelational

norm of Christian

the latter criterion:

it is

the

gospel of Jesus Christ as originally proclaimed by the apostles and
recorded in the NT Canon.

When asked by Joseph Cardinal HSffner by

which authority he professed his opinions,^ Kung answered that it
was "by the authority of the Word of God which I, a.c a theologian,
must

serve.Striking

a typically Protestant note,^ he

tently held that the church must always
original

gospel

Scriptures."^

of

Jesus

In his eyes

fundamental and,

Christ

consis

look for guidance

himself "as

reflected

in the
in

the

the proclamation of the apostles is "the

for all time, standard-setting testimony of Jesus

Christ."^

In the church's search for a measure of constant renewal,

"the

concrete

only

emphasized the

guide

is

the

apostolic

church."®

foundational and normative nature

proclamation and teaching,7as recorded in the NT

Kung

thus

of the apostles'

Canon.

^■Letter of Cardinal
Hdffner to Hans Kung,
(see Kune Dialogue, pp. 90-91).

December 23,1974

^Letter of Hans Kdng to Cardinal Hdffner, January 10,
(Ibid., pp. 91-92).

1975

^Protestants and Catholics alike have observed that Kung's
view on doctrinal authority is close to thetraditional Protestant
position (see, for instance, Kiwiet, Hans KQng. p. 12; and J. J.
Hughes, "Hans Kung and the Magisterium,"
41 [1980]:379).
^See, for instance, KOng, The Church. p. 456;
tained. p. 40; and idem, "New Consensus," p.
14.

idem,

Main

5Kung, Structures, p. 177.
6KOng, The Church, p. 439.
7Ibid., pp. 451-59.
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As a corollary, Kung regarded che norms of orthodoxy which
fall within the scope of the ecclesiastical criterion (namely,
post-biblical

or sub-apostolic oral

the

traditions and the pronounce

ments of the Magisterium) as the norma normata of Christian truth,
i.e., as secondary to the normativity of the original sources of the
Christian faith.

True, both the original apostolic teaching and the

Canon of the Mew Testament belong to the tradition of the church and
came

into

existence

stressed

the

fact

within
that

the

the

Christian

community.

post-apostolical

or

Yet,

he

extra-biblical

traditions derive their normative value from the normativity of the
original

sources.

The

Swiss

theologian

insisted

that

"Sacred

Scripture is thus the norma normans of the Church's tradition, and
tradition must be seen as the norma normata."^
Regarding the agent transmitting the Christian message, Kung
contends

that

it

is

not

just

hierarchy

but,

as

in the NT

a

times,

few

individuals

thus

episcopate alone.

bishop's

church

The apostolic

involves the whole people of God rather than the
As for the authority which the bishop receives

through apostolic succession,
the

the

the whole assembled community

that has the decisive word in matters of doctrine.
succession

in

spiritual

in KQng's view it is related more to

accomplishment

as

magister

than

to

his

historical genealogy.

^•In this sense KOng appreciates the value of ecclesiastical
tradition for the task of ascertaining true Christian belief and
teaching.
In fact, he explicitly describes tradition as one of the
main "criteria of Christian truth" (see Kung, Maintained, pp. 39-46;
see also above, chapter 3, part 2, [pp. 201ff.]).
^The Church, p. 36.
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In addition,

Kung observed that errors

and false develop

ments have indeed occurred within the Roman Catholic tradition.

One

of the bases for recognizing wrong developments as such is precisely
the original

deposit of faith.

He thus denounced,

at times,

the

unscriptural basis of the ecclesiastical tradition.
Kung's attempt to bring fellow Roman Catholics to acknowl
edge the existence of errors in the church tradition as well as his
effort

at

reinterpreting

the concept of the infallibility of the

church have been aimed, primarily,
stumbling blocks
hand,

for

at removing what he sees as two

for contemporary men and women.

a number of modem-minded

(1) On the one

Catholics (and non-Cathclics

alike) the errors of the Magisterium are a major hindrance to their
acceptance of the message of the church.
disclaim the infallibility,
based

both

on

the

Kttng found it necessary to

avowed by Roman Catholicism, which was

special

charism

conferred by

Christ

to

the

apostles and their successors and on the notion of the sacramentalmystical nature of the apostolic succession.
to show, on a neotestamentarian basis,

This strategy led him

that no special charism was

granted to "the twelve" which made them incapable of error.

He also

argued from a philosophical perspective (particularly in his volume
Infallible?)

against

proposition.

He applied these insights first to the pronouncements

of

the

Magisterium

formulations.

the

and,

"a

in

priori"

a

infallibility

subsequent

step,

to

of

the

any

human

biblical

(2) On the other hand, Kung sees the dogma of the

infallibility of the Magisterium as

a scandal for Protestants who

would

in closer communion with

otherwise

be

willing

to

live
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Roman Catholic Church.
counted

among

the

Thus, his interest in ecumenism must also be

principal

causes

compelling

Kung

to

examine

critically the Catholic concept of magisterial infallibility which,
from a Protestant perspective,

was

the

chief stumbling-block

for

reunion.
As

far

concerned,

Kdng

Catholicism.
achieved

as

the

issue

again

heretics

the

merely

denouncing

church

a dissenter's

its apprehension of

unnecessary breaks
cance

is

the

fact

heretics cannot be
There is truth and
"orthodoxy"
"heresy"
mainly,

of Roman

and,

after

if not destroy

in the body of

Christ.

simply equated with the
error in both

in the

In this way, the church would

that, in Kilng's view, the

to be

is necessary

truth and should be able

or of various dissenters.

is not

position

should rather pay attention to the concerns of

and be prepared to correct whatever

in

teaching

by proceeding to silence

light of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
grow

official

is

He noted that true unity of the body of Christ is not

by

The

the unity of church doctrine

questioned

qualifying it as heresy,
him.

of

Of particular signifi
antithesis

whether of traditional

In Kting's view,

as selectivity and concentration

church-

truth-error antithesis.

positions

understood merely

to prevent

as error but

therefore,
also,

and

in particular aspects of

Christian doctrine.^

^-KOng considers that “a selection from the totality of
Revelation
is, precisely, heresy" (The Council, p. 112;
emphasis his).
See also Council in Action, p. 172; The Church, pp.
40, 318-19; Theologie 1m Aufbruch. pp. 97-108.
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From what has
orthodoxy-heresy,

been

considered

succintly

stated,

thus

far,

presents

Rung's model

two

main

of

features.

First, as he noted more particularly in his dealing with a catholic
approach

to

the

selectivity,

Canon,

the

prime

one-sidedness,

and

concentration

dimension of the Christian truth.
catholicity

or

universality

characteristic

heresy

a

is

particular

This is basically opposed to the

which

legitimate Christian teachings.

on

of

Rung

deems

essential

to

the

Second, while affirming that heresy

endangers the unity of the body of Christ^---a typical Roman Catholic
concern--he

states

"supposedly correct

that heresy
(orthds)

should

system"

not be

measured against

of doctrine

but

against

a

the

gospel, "the true message of salvation."2
In

conclusion,

even

though

Rung

recognized

the

normative

value of ecclesiastical tradition for the cask of ascertaining true
Christian

belief,

he

has

questioned

those

tradition of the Roman Catholic Church which,
in harmony with

the Scriptures.

Still,

developments

in

the

in his view, are not

since he thinks that the

Bible "is not without faults and errors, murky and muddled sections,
limitations

and

mistakes,"3 historical

criticism

is

necessary,

especially since we live at a time when "a completely new scientific
world vision has come to prevail" and when "there is no longer any
eternal

truth

that can evade

the

critical judgment

of

reason by

^Unlike some contemporary theologians, Rung recognized the
validity of the category of heresy, though not exactly in the same
terms as in the Roman Catholic Canon Law.
2Rdng, The Church, p. 315.
3Rilng et al.. World Religions, p. 32.
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appeal

merely

to

the

authority

though

Kung

of Bible,

does

not

tradition or Church."^

Therefore,

even

deny

the

principles

of authority and tradition--from which

validity
the

of

the

traditional

revelational and ecclesiastical criteria of orthodoxy are derived-he stresses the necessity of using the principle of criticism which
stands behind the m o d e m scientific-historicist criterion of truth.

The Criterion and the Norm of Truth
in a M o d e m Perspective
The dogmatic

implications of an exegesis which follows the

historical-critical approach came to light in a most clear fashion
within "the second circle" of Kung's theological development.^

This

stage, which occurred in the seventies, was marked by a concentra
tion on Christological questions.^

Kung's aim at that time was the

presentation of a constructive theological response to the challenge
of atheism and secularism.4

He realized

Catholicism that was at stake,
the

context

of

a

that "It was not solely

but indeed Christian existence--in

secularized,

polycentric,

multi-religious,

and

widely post-Christian world.

1Kung, Eternal Life?, p. 6.
One should keep in mind, however, that in KOng's ecclesiological work during the sixties, the historical-critical approach
had already yielded specific dogmatic results.
^Kung, "On Being a Christian Theologian," p. 14.
4Kung's most significant
Exist?. was published in 1978.

volume

on

that

issue,

Does

^Kung, "On Being a Christian Theologian," p. 14.
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In

this

tology--Kting's
Desirous

context--as
emphasis

was

more

seen precisely
apologetical

to show why the Christian message

both contemporary
deemed

may be

it

secular humanism

necessary

Christianity.^-

to

clarify

in his

than

is

dogmatical.

is to be preferred to

and other world

what

Chris-

religions, he

essentially

specific

to

The essence of Christianism--that which, being the

"soul" of the church, must remain throughout all cnanges--is not an
idea, nor a principle, a fundamental assertion,
It is "a person,

or basic attitude.

it is Jesus Christ himself. M o r e o v e r ,

it is the

"real" Christ, namely, Jesus of Nazareth, "the one who lived in this
real

history:

the

historical

Jesus."•*

In

his

search

for

the

authentic original message of the historical Jesus,^ the historicalcritical methods of exegesis were regarded by Kung as unavoidable.
These methods helped him to distinguish between the "essence"

and

the "form" of dogma, and, at the same time, to derive some dogmatic
conclusions which constituted Kdng's response "to the challenge of

^-Kung's first public address on this issue occurred at the
International Theological Congress of Brussels in 1970 (see Kung,
Bleiben muss, p. 9).
His position was published in a brief
"theological meditation" (the volume just quoted), and later in one
of his major works, On Being a Christian, published in its original
German version in 1974.
^KOng, Bleiben muss. pp. 33-34; emphasis his.
^Ibid., p. 37; emphasis in the original.
for the message which Jesus proclaimed, Kung points out
that it was not identical with the message of the church.
The
church proclaimed Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God (Bleiben muss,
p. 45).
Jesus, on the contrary, proclaimed the approaching kingdom
of God and the will of God as the supreme norm (ibid., pp. 39-40).
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hlscorical criticism."^that

Kung's

It Is precisely from a dogmatic perspective

Chrisujlogical

views

encountered,

once

more,

much

criticism and opposition; this time not solely from the Catholic but
from the Protestant camp as well.

KCing claimed that even though

certain culturally and time-conditioned aspects of a dogma may be
forsaken, the permanent truth of its core affirmation can be rescued
and retained.

In the specific case of Christology, he holds that

the core of the biblical message,
consists

in

the

belief

which as such must be retained,

that Jesus

is--functionally

rather

than

essentially or ontoiogically--the definitive revelation of God in
the flesh.

He considers that

In the New Testament, Jesus Christ is primarily viewed not
as an eternal,
intradivine hypostasis,
but as a human,
historical person concretely related to God: the ambassador,
Messiah, word of the eternal God in human form.2
The tendency to put Jesus, as the Son of God,

"on the same level of

being as the Father" was the result of the spread of Christianity to
the world of Hellenistic thought,

remarks King.3

He explains that

beyond the fact that Jesus proclaimed the kingdom of God, the will
of

God

as

the

supreme

norm,

and

the

gospel--which

Kung

simply

defines as "the good news of the free forgiveness of God,"4 almost
everything

else

which

the

Christian

dogma

affirms

starting from the Christology of the "later writings"

of

Christ,

of

the New

^-Kilng, "On Being a Christian Theologian," p. 14.
2Ki3ng et al., World Religions, p. 120.
3Ibid., p. 118.
4Kung, Bleiben muss, pp. 39-41.
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Testament^- and following with
(especially

Nicaea

and

the definitions

Chalcedon),

belongs

of church
to

that

councils

culturally

conditioned "form" of Christian doctrine which is characteristic of
ancient

times

tions.

In general terms,

one

and which may be replaced by contemporary

indeed--is

expression

and

to

decide

what

Christian message.
may

be,

the

then,

the question at stake--a difficult

what

belongs

formula

is

to

the

the

historically

unchangeable

conditioned

essence

of

the

In order to justify one's decision, whatever it

criterion

and

the

norm

which

prevails

is

the

key

question.
In the case of Kang, it turned increasingly evident that his
hermeneutical criterion,
criterion,

has

Christian truth.

become

namely,

the m o d e m

ultimately

decisive

scientific-historicist
for

his

definition

Though he has time and again stated,

of

explicitly

and implicitly, that the canonical Scriptures are the norma normans
non normata for Christian doctrine, “• it should be clear that for him
the Scriptures have normative value only when used as a means of
gaining access to the essence or substance of the Christian faith,
namely, the actual Jesus of history and his original message.^
NT

Canon,

then,

no

orthodoxy-heresy, at

longer
least

functions
not

in

as canon

the way

The

in Kung’s model of

it did

for

the

early

^I.e., the Fourth Gospel and portions of the Lukan writings,
the Pauline epistles of the captivity, and the catholic epistles.
^This is one of the principal tenets in LaCugna, Methodology
of KOng. See, for instance, Kung, "New Consensus," p. 17; and idem,
Theologle im Aufbruch. p. 87.
^See Kung, "New Consensus,"
Models of Revelation, p. 196.

pp.

6-8;

cf.

Avery

Dulles,
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church.
be

For Kung not all which ts contained in the NT documents can

retained

This

today

as the

is so not merely

measure

for assessing Christian

regarding the culturally determined way of

expressing theological ideas,^ but.
logy

of

the

fourth

truth.

Gospel

which

as in the case of the Christo
Kilng questions,

regarding

aspects of the very theology of the New Testament as well.
view makes
the

it difficult to distinguish,

church

and

theology,

heresy

from

some
This

throughout the history of
orthodoxy

in

a

clear-cut

manner.
A word must be

said now regarding the third and outermost

circle of Kdng's theological development which began to form itself
at

the

humanity

beginning
in

particularly

of the

general.

eighties

During

occupied with

the

this

focusing
decade,

question

world and the interreligious dialogue. ^

on the
our

of

problems

author

has

the religions

of
been

of

the

Not entirely unrelated to

this "global-ecumenic" concern^ is KQng's dealing with the paradigmchange theory, another major motif in his writings since the end of
the

seventies.^

His main concern

in this

area has

been

how

to

^In the biblical writings, holds Kung, we find the essence
of God's message clothed in culturally and time-conditioned forms
("New Consensus,” p. 6).
^One of Kung's concerns in this sense is that "Without
religious peace, there is no world peace" (see KOng et al. , World
Religions. pp. 440-43; "On Being a Christian Theologian," p. 14).
■^By this redundant expression I mean an ecumenic dimension
which goes beyond the realm of Christianity to include other worldreligions.
^See Kung's own statement
Christian Theologian," p. 15.

in this

sense,

in

"On Being a
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interpret

in

a

global

perspective

the

present

crises

in

the

economic, political, social, ecological, and other fields of general
interest,

as well as their relation to the religious situation of

our time.^
Kung believes that, in accomplishing the task of announcing
the gospel in our contemporary times.
Today's theologian will have to think in a global perspective if
he is to do justice to an epoch of growing international,
interconfessional, and interreligious dependency, and of an
awakening
global
consciousness
in matters
of Church and
ecumenism.^
In this context,
Jesus

of

according

it is not difficult to understand why "the living

history"
to

Kung

and

"our

are

the

paradigm,^ constitute his
seems
norm

to present
of

Jesus

identified as

present
two

of

constants

of

experience,"
theology

in

which
a

two-fold norm of Christian truth.

in dialectical

Christ

world

himself

synthesis

(and his

his

new
Kung

confessed ultimate

gospel)

and what

I have

the criterion represented by the modern scientific -

historicist world-view.
From the perspective of the paradigm-change theory, KQng's
description

of

what

paradigm"^ provides

he

calls

us with

the

"early

Christian-apocalyptic

another test case^

for assessing his

^"How can we describe our own time? Post-enlightenment?
Post-modern?," asks Ktlng (ibid.; cf. Kung, "Theologie auf dem Weg,"
pp. 199, 208).
^"On Being a Christian Theologian," p. 16.
^See KOng, "Theologie auf dem Weg," pp.
Consensus," pp. 5, 11.

194-97;

also "New

^See above, pp. 349-50.
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declared position regarding the normativity of the NT Canon.
notes

Kung

that the apocalyptic-eschatological horizon of understanding

peculiar to the NT times became obsolete in the Hellenistic paradigm
(the second paradigm of his periodization), and so remains
The

apocalyptical-eschatological

belong

to

the

essence

of

the

world-view,
Christian

therefore,

message.

today.

would

Indeed,

not
Kung

evaluates the eschatological-apocalyptical expectation as a mistaken
belief belonging to an obsolete paradigm.^specific

beliefs

apocalyptic
the

which

ideas,

"completely

today.Among

were

acceptable

According to him,
within

the

some

horizon

of

have been superseded by m o d e m developments
changed

these

horizon

beliefs

of

were,

understanding
primarily

and

of

in

humanity

foremost,

the

expectation of the imminent coming of God's kingdom and the belief
in the resurrection at the end of time.^
longer

live

observes

in

KQng.4

resurrection

of

imminent
For
the

expectation

another,

Messiah,

he

of

holds

For one
the

end

that

which belongs

to

of

the
the

thing,

"we no

the

world,n

belief

in

the

apocalyptical

^A test case briefly considered earlier in this chapter is
Kilng's view regarding the nature of Christ.
^-See Kang, "Was
Eternal Life?, pp. 89-92.

meint

Paradigmenwechsel?,"

p.

23;

also

^Eternal Life?, p. 92.
^Ibid., pp. 89-92; so also Pannenberg, "Dogmatic Theses," p.
147.
^Kung et al., World Religions, p. 30; emphasis Kung's. That
the end of the world will eventually come can be held also on the
basis of current scientific theories, observes Kung (Eternal Life?,
pp. 206-07).
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horizon of understanding, must be recognized today as erroneous to
the extent that the resurrection was not "a historical event."*•
In this context, Kung's ultimate norm of orthodoxy,

again,

cannot be said to be the literal text of the canonical Scriptures.
Nor is it the proclamation of Jesus Christ as recorded in the NT,
since Kung regards the eschatological proclamation of Jesus Christ,
along

with

kingdom

of

the
God,

early
as

church's

mistaken.^

eschatological
This

seems

expectancy

to

confirm

of

the

that

the

decisive criterion of truth, for Kung, is of a hermeneutical nature
and corresponds

in his particular case to the present scientific -

historicist horizon of understanding.
The model of orthodoxy-heresy advocated by Kung thus seems
to present

a difficulty which can be expressed

in

the

following

terms: Heresy, which according to him can be basically defined as a
selective

approach

to

the

Christian

message,

is

to be

measured

against the gospel of Jesus Christ as originally witnessed to in the

^•Eternal Life?, p. 105.
Nevertheless, Kung assures us, the
resurrection of the Lord is "a real event."
On the difference
between the historicity and the reality of the resurrection, see my
discussion below.
^KQng explains that since Jesus shared in the horizon of
apocalyptic ideas of his time, he lived, like many of his contempo
raries, in "a state of apocalyptically depicted imminent expecta
tion: the kingdom was to come."
KOng remarks that with Christ "an
entire apocalyptic generation was expecting in the immediate future
the kingdom of God . . . and was mistaken" (Eternal Life?, p. 92;
emphasis his).
Jesus and his contemporaries were mistaken "in the
sense and only in the sense that generations of human beings were
'mistaken' in their belief in the Ptolemaic world picture before
Copernicus" (ibid.).
By this Kdng means that they were mistaken as
far as their world-view was concerned, which would imply that the
hope of the kingdom of God should be reinterpreted (demythologized)
for our time in the context of our own horizon of understanding
(ibid., pp. 92-95 passim).
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New Testament writings.

Kung himself,

however,

holds

that these

writings share in the "time- and culture-bound images, concepts and
frames of r e f e r e n c e c h a r a cteristic of their time.

To bridge the

gap between the conceptual frame of the biblical times and our own.
and to recover

"the original outlines of

Kung

to

has

biblical

come
text.

trust

Since,

the

the message of Jesus,"2

historical-critical

by definition,

historical

approach

to

the

criticism works

with the central assumption that the accounts of the Scriptures do
not necessarily describe things as they factually happened,2 it is
necessary for the exegete who relies on these methods to constantly
discriminate

between

Implies a "selection"
which,

scriptural

statements.

This

discernment

within the Canon of Scriptures,

a principle

though in a different sense,

thus condemnable.

King regards as heretical and

This, of course, would mean a crucial inconsis

tency in Kung's model of orthodoxy-heresy.
of Kung's

criteria

The following critique

and norms of Christian truth addresses,

among

other things, this particular problem.

Kung's Criteria and Norms of Christian
Truth; A Critique
The

task

of

criticizing King's

theological

issue of orthodoxy and heresy is far from simple.

views

on

the

As it has become

increasingly clear throughout the dissertation, Kung's viewpoint is

2KCkng, "New Consensus," p. 6.
2Ibid., p. 7.
2So Raymond E. Brown, Biblical Exeyesis and Church Doctrine
(New York/Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1985), p. 11.
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many-sided, and, for this reason, often resists reductionism.
holds Kung,
critique

is dynamic,

of Kung

understanding
tics,

with

so

dialectical,

elusive

is precisely his

truth and reality.

its

inherent

and multiform.

What makes a

dialectical way

In his own definition,

contradictions

and

Truth,

of

"dialec

incongruities

is

the

manner of movement characteristic of history and of the structure of
human consciousness."^sometimes
given

Kung

sounds

topic.

An

It would not be surprising,
inconsistent

additional

and

discrepancies between statements

with

his

simpler

own

therefore,

statements

explanation

if

on a

for

some

in his corpus of writings may be

found in the fact that his views have at times undergone a radical
shift, as indicated earlier in this dissertation.^
Kung's
understanding

dialectical
of

the

way

of

traditional

thinking

norms

shows

up

in

of Christian truth.

his
When

faced with a methodological choice between the original sources of
Christian doctrine and the latter's continuity
tradition

of

the

church

as

the

ultimate

through the living

norm

recognized the value of tradition as a guideline

of

orthodoxy,

he

for the church's

faith, but questioned its ultimate normativity when contrasted with
the original deposit of faith.^

Still, in Kdng's view, the original

apostolic tradition, as it has reached us in the literal text of the
NT, does not have the ultimate word when interpreted in the context

^■Kung, Menschwerdung. p. 514.
^See above, pp. 135ff.
■^Kung remarks that tradition "cannot be a dividing line
beyond which orthodoxy ends and heterodoxy begins" (The Church. p.
610).
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of

Che

modern

horizon

of

understanding

either.

Ic

might

be

concluded that in KQng's model of orthodoxy-heresy, the authority of
the

living

tradition

dialectically denied,
fashion.^-

More

and

that

of

the

Canon

is

affirmed,

then

and finally surpassed in a typical Hegelian

specifically,

the

ultimate

normativity

of

the

Scriptures is affirmed and denied at the same time, then elevated to
a superior unity which in Kung's model is represented by the gospel
of

Jesus

Christ

understood

through

a

scientific

hermeneutical

criterion.
In

relation

with

Kung's

criteria

and norms

truth, some critical questions must be asked.
I

pointed

out

as

orthodoxy-heresy,

a

possible

namely,

First,

inconsistency

in

of

Christian

I address what

Kung's

model

of

the tension between his basic definition

of heresy as a selection from the totality of Revelation and his own
selective approach
opportunity

to

to the New Testament.

evaluate

critically

what

In doing so I have an
criteria

and

norms

decisive in Kving's interpretation of the Christian message.
I

evaluate

Kung's

theory

of

paradigm-change

in

are

Second,

theology.

This

theory is crucial to comprehend how Kung views the manner in which
the

change-and-continuity

of

the

Christian

message

occurs,

in

particular, how the change in the horizon of understanding of the
past makes certain beliefs obsolete.

^0n Kung's
pp. 305ff.

dialectical understanding of truth,

see above,
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Selective? An Inquiry
Even
Scriptures

chough

are

the

he

has

norma

unambiguously

normans

of

affirmed

Christian

chat

truth,^

Che

Holy

Kung has

questioned some of the fundamental beliefs of the early church as
recorded in the NT Canon.

As examples,

I mentioned earlier Kung's

attitude toward the divine pre-existence of C h r i s t , ^ the historicity
of

the

Lord's

resurrection,

and

the

eschatological-apocalyptic

expectancy shared by Christ and the neotestamentarian church.

His

critical interpretation of these biblical doctrines which involves
the rejection of their literal meaning,

strikes one as a case of

discrimination within the Canon, an attitude which he himself at an
earlier

stage

described

as

fundamentally

"heretical”

when

he

challenged the approach of Kftsemann and Diem to the New Testament
and accused them of selectivity.
The critical questions which must be made at this junction
are the following:

(1) We should find out whether Kung considers

that he is treating the NT Canon selectively and thus falling into

^■See,
for
instance,
The
Church
(1967),
p.
36;
"New
Consensus" (1979), p. 17; and Theologie im Aufbruch (1987), p. 87.
^Notice Kting's remarks concerning the pre-existence of
Christ as recorded in the New Testament: "New Testament scholarship
has . . . shown how different are the Christologies one finds even
in the New Testament. .
The late, fourth Gospel, which shows
signs of Hellenistic influence, has Jesus speak of the glory he had
with God before the world was made (John 17:3), a passage that even
conservative exegetes do not accept as spoken by the historical
Jesus.
The first three Gospels, on the other hand, know nothing of
Jesus' preexistence . . . [and] Luke uses old, traditional material
that completely subordinates Jesus to God." These Lucan statements,
Kang notes, "with their 'adoptionist' coloring" represent what was
"the faith of Christians--of Jewish Christians" (see Kang et a l .,
World Religions [1985, Eng. trans. 1986], p. 122).
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che sane error as his Procescanc colleagues.
his view,

Does chere exist,

in

an inner inconsistency in his model of orthodoxy-heresy?

(2) If an inconsistency is judged to exist. Would it mean that Kung
has

forsaken his

heresy,

and that,

concept

that

selectivity

in consequence,

is

of

the

essence

his critique of KAsemann,

and Protestantism in general finds itself invalidated?

of

Diem,

If this is

not the case, Would it be that, according to Kung's definition, his
own interpretation of the Scriptures should be considered heretical?
(3) The question needs

to be raised also as to the rationale for

K&ng's (supposedly) selective approach to the canonical Scriptures.
Is

it due to his stress on a hermeneutical criterion?

Is KQng's

selectivity due to the particular hermeneutical criterion of truth
used by him, namely the scientific-historicist?
historical-critical methods

of exegesis

Is the use of the

the cause

of

the

theolo

gian's apparent selectivity, as some have suggested?
In relation to the last question,

the Conference of German

Bishops reacting to Kilng's theology in its Declaration of February
17,

1975,1

suggested

that

the

Swiss

theologian's

discrimination

between texts of the NT was due to his historical-critical approach.
Already
exegesis,

there,
though

the

bishops

pointed

indispensable as

out

a help,

that

historical-critical

involves

the potential

danger of being selective in the use of the biblical data.

Catholic

^The Declaration was issued at the termination of the
doctrinal proceedings of the CDF relative to Kiing's volumes The
Church and Infallible?. For the complete text of this Declaration,
see Kune Dialogue. pp. 94-98.
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faith,
ture."
books,

recalls Che Conference,

lives out of

"the whole of Scrip-

In what sounded as a statement drawn from one of Kung's own
the bishops

noted chat a truly Catholic

approach does not

permit a "onesided or even an exclusive preference
'earlier'

layers,

nor does

for some, most

it permit discrimination against later

stages of development" within the New Testament Canon.
Also detecting a problem of methodological nature in Kung's
use of the historical-critical exegesis, Catherine LaCugna suggests
that the Swiss theologian indeed makes historical criticism replace
tradition

as

the

authoritative

interpreter

of

the

Scriptures.^

Moreover,

in LaCugna's view, K&ng seems to put historical criticism

above the Scriptures as well, despite his alleged intention not do
s o .2
In addressing this problem,
one

of

his

early

volumes

Kdng

it must be kept in mind chat in

wrote

about

those

undertaking

a

"reform of doctrine" as people who all too often
thought themselves called to
give a new form to the
Christian
revelation,
according
to
their own
needs
and
prejudices and without reference to any Church or tradition, so
as to formulate, in accord with the spirit of the times, some
sort of incorrupt "essence of Christianity."
"Reform cf
doctrine" in this case means, in practice, a selection from the
totality of Revelation; which is, precisely, heresy.
In another essay of his, dealing with "Early Catholicism" in
the NT,^ Kung criticizes the abandonment of the "wholeness" of the

^LaCugna, Methodology of Kung. pp. 173, 177-79, 203-04.
2Ibid., pp. 173, 174-77, 182-95.
^Kung, The Council, p. 112; emphasis his.
^Namely,

"Early

Catholicism

in

the

New

Testament

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

as

a

394
New Testament in favor of the concentration afforded by "selecting."
Finding his colleague Ernst Kdsemann an exponent of "selection as a
matter of principle," Kung notes that
It
is not,
obviously,
that KAsemann
wants simply
to
eliminate certain texts, oreven books, from the Canon of the
New Testament; rather, they are to
remain in
the Canon and,in
their fashion, to be given serious consideration. KAsemann does
not stand for any selection in this sense.
But he wants to
'discern' between the spirits of the New Testament.^
It
that

is precisely

KOng

finds

"Catholicity

this discernment of spirits within the NT

unacceptable.

in the

He

considers

as

imperative

a

interpretation of the New T e s t a m e n t . B e i n g

"one thing." with all its diversity, the NT Canon must be understood
comprehensively,

rather than "using the lack of unity in the Canon

to make a selection from the Canon.

To give up the wholeness of

the NT in favor of the concentration afforded by selecting, implies,
in his view, the abandonment of catholicity in the understanding of
the Scriptures
KCLng

defends

in favor of heresy.4
"strives

to

preserve

The catholic attitude which
a

full

openness

and

freedom

Problem in Controversial Theology," included in Council in Action,
pp. 159-189, and Incorporated again, with no substantial modifica
tions, in Theologie im Aufbruch. pp. 87-109.
For my analysis of
Kdng's position in that essay, see above, pp. 190-98.
^■Kung, Council
Aufbruch. p. 99.

in Action, pp.

173;

cf.

idem, Theologie

im

^Council in Action, p. 170; Theologie im Aufbruch. pp. 102108.
•^Council in Action, p. 172; Theologie im Aufbruch. p.
emphasis is KOng's.

98,

4This was not merely his position in 1962 (in Council In
Action) , but is still his view today (see Theologie im Aufbruch
[1987], p. 98).
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towards the whole of the New Testament."^-

This catholic attitude is

to be open "in every direction that the New Testament leaves open;
not to exclude

. . . any line that belongs to the New Testament.

In view
pretation

of

of

the

these

biblical

statements,
doctrines

Kung's

controversial

contrasts

sharply--at

inter
first

sight even queerlv--with his concept of heresy as a selection from
the totality of revelation.
It must be noticed that KCtng's holistic approach to the NT
Canon cannot be explained as part of the pre-critical stage of his
theological development.^

As early in 1962 and in the same essay

which I just referred to,4 he makes use of historical criticism.^
He acknowledges the theological development found within the Canon,
as well as the tensions existing between its "earlier" and "later"
documents or testimonies.®

Hence he sees no problem in explaining

that in the Second Epistle of Peter we have not "one of the original

1Council in Action, p. 176.
^Ibid., p. 182; Theologie lm Aufbruch. p. 102,
the original.

emphasis in

^For this particular matter, see above, chapter 2.

189.

4Namely, "Early Catholicism," in Council in Action, pp. 159Cf. Theologie im Aufbruch. pp. 87-109.

®In fact, K0.ng stated that this very essay on "early
Catholicism" was the first fruit of his use of the historicalcritical principles of exegesis "discovered” by him at Tubingen (see
Hiring and Kuschel, "Interview," p. 158).
®See, for instance, Council in Action, pp. 180, 185-86.
Among the earlier strata of the NT, Kung quotes the Gospels of Mark
and Matthew (see Eternal Life?. p. 243, n. 32).
He alludes to the
Gospel of John when referring to the later strata of the NT (ibid.).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

396
but one of the derived testimonies in the New Testament."^
defending

the

presence

of

"early

Catholicism"

already

Yet, in

in the NT

Canon (reflected in the practice of ordination, in the principle of
succession, and in the leadership of office), Kung appeals precisely
to such later documents as the Pastoral epistles and 2 Peter.
historical-critical approach to m o d e m
at

that

time already well

exegesis, with which he was

acquainted,

did not

preclude him

defending an all-inclusive understanding of the NT Canon.
way,

The

from

In this

the conclusion which stems from the fact that in Kung's plea

for early Catholicism in the NT the historical-critical study of the
Scriptures and a holistic (non-selective) approach to the Canon did
not prove incompatible,
the

Scriptures

seem

is that the teachings which one draws from

not

to

depend principally

on

the

exegetical

procedure one uses, but rather on one's presuppositions and even on
one's confessional bias.

In Kdng's particular case,

the ecclesio-

logical developments reflected in the "later layers" of the NT Canon
do not clash with his conception of the structure of reality as, for
instance,
do.

the Christological developments

Thus,

in the same later layers

KOng's presuppositions regarding the nature of reality

seem to be

the

cause

of his

accepting

the

later

ecclesiological

developments while questioning similar developments in Christology.
Thus, in

answer

to

historical-critical
theologian's

the

question

methods

selectivity,

as

of

as

to

exegesis

some

have

whether
is

"the

suggested,

the

use

cause"

of

the

of

our

I submit

that

Kung’s selectivity would be indebted not to the historical-critical

^•Council in Action, p. 186; emphasis Kung's.
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approach as such buc rather to the presuppositions which constitute
his hermeneutical
historicist

criterion,

world-view

namely,

and,

more

the contemporary
specifically,

his

scientificparticular

historicist view of reality.
The important question which arises at this point is whether
a

scientific

world-view

necessarily

would lead one to treat the biblical text selectively.

Be that as

it may,
much

criterion

and

a

historicist

it seems appropriate as a means of avoiding subjectivity as

as

possible

that

neotestamentarian

one

lines

follow Kung's

seriously

rather

advise

to

than

take all

making

of

the
the

diversity existing in the NT an occasion for arbitrary and a priori
selection.
In this
with

the

issue

context,
of

the

a brief
facticity

consideration
of

the

of Kting's dealing

Lord's

resurrection

may

suffice to illustrate his application of the scientific-historicist
hermeneutical criterion to the text of the Scriptures and to address
the remaining questions raised above.

This particular doctrine of

the New Testament is retained here because the resurrection of the
Messiah

falls

within

the

apocalyptic

world-view

which

I address

later.
KOng's contention that the resurrection of Jesus Christ "is
not a historical event"! obviously cannot be held on the basis of
the

literal

record

of

the

testimony of the apostles
facticity

of

the

New Testament.

On

the

contrary,

the

in the canonical Scriptures affirms the

resurrection

(Matt

28:1-10;

Mark

16:1-11;

^See Kung, Eternal Life?, p. 105.
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24:1-12; John 20:1-18).

The four Gospels are careful Co record Che

evidence of che empty comb as well as che manifestation of the risen
Lord to Che disciples.

According

co the NT.

Jesus

in space

(his body

Christ

took place

the resurrection of
disappeared

tomb) and time (on the first day of the week).

from

the

Kting's remark that

the resurrection of the Lord did not happen "in space and time" but
"bursts
result,

through

and

transcends

unquestionably,

tical

criterion

cause

standing

the

of

history"3- is

the

of the application of a specific hermeneu

to the NT Canon.
behind

limits

his

Still, the question a3

application

of

the

modem

to the

scientific-

historicist criterion to this particular doctrine must be asked.
The

answer

to

this

question

understanding of the nature of reality.

seems

to

reside

is indeed unveiled

in his affirmation chat Jesus Christ's resurrection,

deepest

event"

sense

is

a real

still

not merely

event."2

Kting's

His conception of reality,

which differs from that of the biblical writers,

historical

in

"a

though "not a

fictitious

but

in

the

Explaining the difference between

"historical" and "real," Kting remarks that even though the resurrec
tion is not

"a supernatural

intervention that can be

located and

dated in space and time,"3 it is not either a merely imagined event
but a real one in the deepest sense.
Two
statements.

conclusions,
The first has

at

least,

may

be

drawn

from

these

to do with the particular conception of

1Ibid.
2Ibid.
3Ibid.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

399
che structure of reality which Kung seems to hold.

Even though he

objects to the "two-tiers" model of the structure of reality,^ his
historicist world-view is not one which assumes that history is the
whole

realm of being

and

spatio-temporal history.^
exist.
into

that

there

is nothing besides

or above

For Kung, a transcendent dimension does

True, he states that che resurrection means the "assumption

the

absolutely

final

and absolutely first reality"

which is

neither "up there" or "over there," nor in an "outside" or "above"
world,

in the "beyond . "

our time,

Nor is that reality "in our space or in

3

. . . 'here' and 'now' 'on this side'."^

transcendence
Hellenists,

which

differs

from

and medieval men who

che

conception

KCing advocates a
of

Plato,

che

located it in an extratemporal,

suprahistorical, and static "upper deck."

Transcendence is located

by Kting, as it were, in an inner dimension, in the "innermost primal
ground and primal meaning of world and man" which is the "ineffable
mvsterv of our reality . "

3

The transcendent,

"meta-empirical" side

of reality does not lie "behind, beyond, above, outside" our

^Kung has pointed out that this split-conception of the
structure of reality started with the ontology of Plato and
continued in its essential lines through Neo-Platonism and medieval
Scholasticism down to the philosophy of Descartes and, more
recently, that of the positivist Rudolf Carnap (see above, pp. 309315, 323-335).
3See Gillespie, Hegel. Heiddeger. and the Ground of History.
p . 18.
3Etemal

Life?, pp. 113-14.

4 Ibid.,

p. 113.

3 Ibid.,

p. 114; emphasis Kung's.
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reality, but, "so to speak, constitutes the inner aspect of present
reality."^

In brief,

Kung conceives

the structure of reality in

Hegelian terms as transcendence in immanence.
Another conclusion which may be drawn from Kung's interpret
ation of the NT account of Jesus' resurrection is that for him the
resurrection of

the Lord

is a reality of faith,

i.e.,

"only for

someone who is not a neutral observer, but who commits himself co it
in reasonable t r u s t . T h e

dialectical tension between history and

faith characteristic of KQng's hermeneutics
with

other

doctrinal

affirmations--the

is obvious here.^

existence

of

God,

As
for

instance--our theologian's clinging to the reality of the resurrec
tion must be counted as ultimately substantiated by faith alone.
In this way, we seem to have found an answer to the question
as

to

the

rationale

for

Rung's

application

of

the

scientific-

historicist criterion to the doctrine of the resurrection of Jesus
Christ.

It resides in his particular understanding of the structure

of reality.

Yet, it remains difficult to avoid the conclusion that

an additional reason may also be identified.

In the issue of che

resurrection, we are dealing with an event which the secular mind
finds difficult to accept.
historical

fact

which

utterly inconceivable."^

In the words of Rudolf Bultmann,

involves

a

resurrection

from

the

dead

"an
is

Kung's concern for the proclamation of the

^Poes God Exist?, p. 551.
^Eternal Life?, p. 114.
^On this particular issue, see above, pp. 146-52.
^Bultmann,

"New Testament

and Mythology,"

in Hans

Werner
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gospel

In terms

obstacle

in

relevant and credible

"the

incredibility

resuscitation

of

means.So,

Kung deems

nature

of

the

historical
apostolic
terms.

a

and

corpse--for

of

So stated,

that

of

mythical
is
to

testimony

this verdict,

compels
as

the

admit
The

man finds an

event

what

Christ.

understanding

scriptural

a

it necessary

resurrection

horizon

of

to the m o d e m

like

the

resurrection

the unhistorical

modem

scientific -

him

to

qualify

erroneous

in

its

to be sure,

undermines

the

literal
the very

fundament of the Christian faith as well as the integrity of the
content of the gospel.

Kung undoubtedly understands

it so.

It is

here, then, that his remark that even chough the resurrection is not
localizable

in

space

nor

datable

in time

but

is a

"real

event"

acquires real importance.
Yet,
Lord’s

Kting's interpretation of the biblical

resurrection,

resurrection

from

namely,

the

his

moving

spatio-temporal

the

realm

account of the

reality
into

an

of

the

abstract

dimension where the resurrection cannot be disproved nor confirmed,
might

sound

to more

than

one

skeptical

child

of

our

age

as

an

attempt on Kting's part at avoiding to confront the possibility of an
alleged forgery by the first disciples of Jesus.

To be sure, Kung

makes an effort to provide a cogent theory of the multi-dimensional
nature

of

reality.

Still,

his

solution

to

the

problem

of

the

facticity of the resurrection seems unable to totally preclude its

Bartsch, ed., Kervema and Mvth:
(London: S.P.C.K., 1957), 1:39.

A

Theological

Debate. 2 vols.

k b id.
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being counted as a double-track way of thinking involving history
and faith, a solution which some may regard as aimed at achieving a
peaceful

coexistence

of the biblical

and

the contemporary world

views .
This observation strikes one as particularly relevant when
it

is

recalled

point.1
model^

Kung
and

with

that Kung

criticizes

questions

the

it

the

Descartes

French

precisely on

philosopher's

rationalistic

tendency

this

split-reality

to

separate

the

spatial existence of things from the abstract realm of conscious
ness.

A "distinction" between these two realms may be necessary and

helpful,

grants

"separation."

KQng,

but not an

In his

view,

among

ontological
the

and epistemological

negative

results

of

this

"Cartesian dualism" or "disruption of reality" must be counted the
"very questionable separation . . . and double-tracking of thinking
and faith, philosophy and theology, study and piety," etc . 3

Hence,

Kting commends Koltmann's observation that the cleavage existing in
modern consciousness between theology and the natural sciences, that
"two-track

thinking

of

contemporary theology.1*
of chinking,

the

modem

mind,"

should be

overcome

by

As a specific example of this two-track way

Kung quotes Rudolf Carnap's assertion that the

rational areas" of life where religious faith, intuition,

"non-

feelings,

^-See above, pp. 309ff.
^Does God Exist?, pp. 26-29.
3 Ibid.,

p. 29.

^Moltmann, Hope and Planning. pp.
God Exist?, p. 125.

201-204;

see Kung,
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and emotions belong,

on the one hand,

and science,

"can neither confirm nor disprove one another."^this

suggestion

coexistence"

constituted

carnap’s

In Kung's words,

compromise

of the two very different fields.

"skeptical neutrality" which later

on the other,

for

"peaceful

It was a form of

turned to a "cold war"

on the

part of C a m a p against metaphysical reality.^
The

question

as

to

whether

KOng

considers

that

he

is

treating the NT Canon selectively and thus falling in the same error
as

his

point.

Protestant

colleagues

might

perhaps

be

addressed

at

this

In the same way as the Protestant search for a canon within

the Canon strikes one as arbitrary and selective from the perspec
tive

of a catholic hermeneutics, so

from

the perspective

of

the

traditional revelational criterion it seems unavoidable to conclude
that in the particular case of the resurrection of the Lord, Kung
lefi. v>n one side as a auantitd ndelieeable such parts
message which would not fit in his own new system.^
reinterpretation

of

the

resurrection

of

Christ

of

the NT

However, Kting's
may

be

seen

consistent with his philosophical-theological presuppositions.
does

not

regard his

as
He

approach as working dogmatically from estab

lished preconceptions but exegetically from the NT texts . 4

In other

^•Carnap, The Logical Structure of the World, p. 293; quoted
in Kung, Does God Exist?, p. 98.
^Does God Exist?, p. 98.
^1 am using here Kting's own words of criticism toward the
Roman Catholic interpretation of the Scriptures on the issue of the
ecclesiastical office (see The Church. p. 530).
4I am using Kung’s own words which, though written in
another context, express in both contexts his same view (see The
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words, Kung might hold that he is letting the Scriptures to be their
own

interpreters,

for

he

claims

to

be

taking

basically

the

historicist norm from the Bible itself rather than imposing on the
Canon a norm external

to it.

In my opinion,

that the historical

understanding of being in contradistinction to the static Hellen
istic

conception

Scriptures may

is

the

basic

assumption

indeed be proved.

particular historicist

What

understanding

which

belongs

is debatable

of Kung

is

the

to

the

is that the
same

as

the

biblical one.
In addition, it should be taken into consideration that Kung
has

asserted

that the ultimate norm of Christian

which must remain through all changes,
gospel.^

truth,

the

one

is Christ himself and his

It is an essential part of Kung's concept of heresy that

the latter is not to be condemned by reference to an orthodox system
but by reference
"the

whole

basic

to the gospel. ^
faith

gospel'," remarks h e . 3

of

the

Heresy consists
ecclesia

by

in questioning

presenting

'another

From this perspective, it seems obvious that

Ktlng can hardly regard his selectivity as heretical since it does
not

proclaim

a new or different

gospel.

The key question which

Church■ p. 41).
^-In one of his most recent publications, K&ng asserts that
in the TObingen symposium of 1985 on the issue of the changes of
paradigm in theology those who attended emphasized time and again
that what must remain through all changes and needs to be inter
preted afresh for our time is nothing else that the "old gospel" of
Jesus Christ ("Ein neues Grundmodell von Theologie?," p. 212).
^The Church, p. 315.
3 Ibid.
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needs to be raised now is: What does Kung mean by "the gospel"?

He

has not said much on the subject beyond his identification of the
gospel

with

the

offered by God.

basic

message

In that way,

of

the forgiveness and

salvation

the gospel may be considered as the

center of Kung's personal faith.

In order, however,

to function as

a concrete norm of Christian truth, the content of the gospel should
be

clearly

defined,

i.e.,

K&ng

should be

able

to indicate

exactly that concept includes and what it does not.
so,

what

Unless he does

an evaluation of the gospel as his norma normans seems hardly

possible.
All in all, it seems evident that the different interpreta
tions of the Christian message which can be found among Christians,
as well

as

the

letter's

discrepancies as

to what is

ultimately

normative, are due to different sets of presuppositions which govern
each one's judgment.

In KQng's terms,

those discrepancies are due

to ore's working within different paradigms.

To an evaluation of

his paradigm-change theory I now turn.

The Changes of Paradigm in Theology:
An Assessment
In

the

preceding

section,

I

addressed

the

question

of

whether Kilng considers that he is treating the NT Canon selectively
and thus falling in the same error as his Protestant colleagues.
his view,

does an inner

inconsistency in his model of

orthodoxy-

heresy really exist?

That question was answered negatively.

answer

however,

is

different,

when

the

issue

of

In

The

selectivity

appreciated from a perspective different from Kung's, namely,
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the standpoint of the tradition of the apostles and the church as
well

as

from

the

perspective

of

the

classical

revelational

criterion.
The question was also asked whether Kung's selectivity is
due to the particular hermeneutical criterion of truth used by him,
namely,

the

modem

scientific-historicist

criterion.

It

was

mentioned in passing that this question could be answered affirma
tively.

I

have

also

stated

earlier

in

this

chapter

that

the

contemporary scientific-historicist world-view functions as Kung's
decisive criterion of truth.
addressed below.

Further consideration of the issue is

As to whether the use of the historical-critical

methods of exegesis is the cause of Kung's selectivity,
was negative.

my answer

His all-inclusive approach to the NT concerning the

question of "early Catholicism" in spite of the historical-critical
understanding of the composition of the Canon which he already had
at

that

time,

was

regarded

as

the

test

case

in

reaching

this

conclusion.
The remaining questions raised above are addressed in what
follows.

New questions are also raised, specifically regarding the

applicability to the theological discipline of the paradigm-change
theory

elaborated

sciences.1

More

by

Thomas

Kuhn

particularly,

in

the

there

is

context
the

of

the

question

natural
of

the

1 m Is there such a thing as a new paradigm or basic model of
theology?"
This was the starting question at the International
Ecumenical Symposium held in Tubingen in 1983 (see above, p. 342),
where a group of theologians from different parts of the world dealt
with the paradigm-theory as applied to theology.
Kung presents a
review of the main ideas held at this conference, which "was not
without controversies," in the chapter "Ein neues Grundmodell von
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compatibility

between

Kung's

dialectical

understanding

of

how

progress has been made in Christian theology and the model of Kuhn
as to how progress is made in the natural sciences.
A review of both Kuhn's theory and Hans Kung's understanding
of

the

interaction

between

two

paradigms, should

permit

us

to

address the question as to the applicability of the paradigm-change
theory to theology.
Thomas
natural

Kuhn's

sciences

scientific model

holds

theory
that

is usually

of

the

changes

a "crisis"
at

of

paradigm

in

the

in the generally accepted

the origin of scientific

"revolu

tions" and of a subsequent replacement of the old paradigm by a new
one.^

At least

three points must be underlined in this theory.

(1) The transition to a new paradigm simply does not come about step
by step; the process is not cumulative: as in "normal science," but
"revolutionary."
"replacement,"

(2)
not

The

change

dialectical

of

paradigm

synthesis.

in

science

Commenting

on

means
Thomas

Kuhn's paradigm-theory Hans Kilng notes:
The established and the future paradigms are mutually
incompatible: the old must yield to the new.
How we can
perceive what was behind both the case of Galileo and that of
Darwin.
Established and familiar concepts are changed.
Norms
and criteria are displaced.
Theories and methods are shaken.
. . . The total world view is changed.^

Theologie?" which he contributed to the volume edited by himself and
David Tracy, Das neue Paradiema von Theologie. pp. 205-216.
^On Kuhn's scientific theory of paradigm-change, see above,
chapter 4, part 2.
^Does God Exist?. p. 108.
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In face,
error

Galileo's and Darwin's views unambiguously pointed to the

in

the

old

paradigm which

completely rejected.

thus

was

to be

definitely

and

(3) The crises which bring about the changes

of paradigm are prompted by new discoveries in the scientific realm,
more specifically,

through the cumulative process of obtaining new

data by the "normal science."
In reference to
with

the third point,

something similar occurs

the philosophical changes of paradigm.^-

It must be noticed

that in philosophy, as could be expected, the revolutions which have
prompted a change of paradigm have generally originated within the
domain of philosophical reflection.
Have

the main

reflection?

theological

What can be said of theology?

revolutions been

caused by

In most of the cases, this is not so.

theological

The crises which

prompted theological revolutions have been brought about by either a
new

scientific

expresses

the

or

a

lack of

This was

the case,

first

Clement

by

new

philosophical

independence

for instance,

and

Origen,

of

paradigm,
the

which

theological

clearly

science.^

for the new paradigms developed

then by

Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas.^

Augustine,

and

finally

by

Their theological revolutions

^■"Are there 'scientific revolutions' in philosophy?," asks
Ktlng.
Calling one's attention to the turning points represented by
Descartes and Kant, he answers positively (Does God Exist?. p. 111).
^In his doctoral dissertation Fernando Canale points out
that, generally, theologians have accepted the results of a criti
cism of reason done within the philosophical realm as a ready-to-use
package which, without further investigation or criticism, has been
applied to the theological enterprise.
See his "Toward a Criticism
of Theological Reason: Time and Timelessness as Primordial Presup
positions" (Ph.D. dissertation, Andrews University, 1983), p. 6 .
JThese are the names suggested by Kung himself (see Does God
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were the

result of the acceptance of the philosophical models of

Hellenism, neo-Platonism, and Aristotle, respectively.
extra-theological

cause

may

be

seen

in

the

Likewise, an

reaction

of

the

Enlightenment and historical-critical theology to the Reformation.
The latter,

i.e., the paradigm of the Reformation, may well be the

only macro-paradigm among those identified by Kung which originated
from a mostly theological concern.
A
interact,
the

review of KQng's

understanding as

to how two paradigms

might be helpful to answer the two questions related to

compatibility

between

his

view

and

the

theory

of

Kuhn.

A

consideration of KQng's position concerning the first paradigm of
his

own periodization of

seems

adequate

particular

to

this

paradigm,

the history

purpose.
i.e.,

the

of the church

Focusing our
"early

and theology

attention on

this

Christian-apocalyptical

paradigm," not only enables us to deal with the paradigm which saw
the birth of the documents of the NT--which is of interest to me in
the context of my evaluation of KQng's selective approach to
Canon.
KQng

the

It will also make it possible to review the manner in which
sees

the

biblical

and

the

Hellenistic

paradigms

to

have

interreacted, a topic on which he has written extensively, as we saw
earlier in this dissertation.^
In my opinion, KQng's denomination of the biblical paradigm
as "apocalyptical"

is most appropriate.

Not only does it point to

Exist?, p. 111).
^-In connection with
the m o d e m
understanding
historicity and secularity of God (see above, pp. 318-35).

of
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Che escluitological-apocalyptical perception rather widespread among
Christians

in the

revelational

first century A.D. , but

("apocalyptic")

criterion

also
of

it expresses

truth

which

the
this

dissertation has identified as predominant at that time.
There

is

little

doubt,

indeed,

that

the

eschatological-

apocalyptic expectancy of the neotestamentarian church constituted
one of its characteristic traits.

John Macquarrie has eloquently

observed that "If we are to believe
eschatology was
themselves."^primitive

the New Testament scholars,"

"of major importance for the New Testament writers
Wolfhart Panncnberg,

Christian

mission

among

for his part, remarks that the
the

Gentiles

made

both

the

expectation of the end and the resurrection of the dead "part of its
mission kerygma (1 Thess l:9ff.; Heb
farther than Pannenberg,

6

:2 ).

Macquarrie goes even

asserting that "surely a partial explana

tion of the amazing energy of the early Christian community is to be
sought in its intense conviction of the approaching end."-*
Kting's designation of the first paradigm of the history of
the

Christian

church

as

"early

Christian-apocalyptic

paradigm" 4

Ijohn Macquarrie, "Eschatology and Time," in Jurgen Moltmann
et al., The Future of Hope: Theology as Eschatology. ed. Frederick
Herzog (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970), p. 114.
In fact,
eschatology Is so prominent in most of the NT writings, notes
Macquarrie, that "any alleged interpretation which simply omitted it
would hardly be a valid interpretation" (ibid., p. 119).
^Wolfhart Pannenberg, "Dogmatic Theses on the Doctrine of
Revelation," in Revelation as History, ed. Wolfhart Pannenberg et
al., trans. David Granskou (New York: Macmillan Company; London:
Collier-Macmillan, 1968), p. 147.
■^Macquarrie, "Eschatology and Time," p. 115.
4See above, p p . 349 -50.
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likewise underlines

Che fact that the apocalyptical-eschatological

expectation recorded in the NT was no side issue but a central locus
of

the

theology,

life,

and

mission

of

the

early

church.

The

validity of his assertion that this expectation is no longer central
to the experience of today's man can only be recognized.
Coming closer to the issue of the definition of doctrinal
truth

and

error,

Kung

evaluates

the

eschatological-apocalyptical

expectation of an imminent coming of God's kingdom as a mistaken
belief belonging to an obsolete paradigm.^specific

beliefs

which

were

acceptable

He observes

within

the

that some

horizon

of

apocalyptic ideas have been superseded by m o d e m developments in the
"completely changed horizon of understanding of humanity today . " 2
As we saw earlier , 2

among these beliefs is the expectation of the

imminent coming of God's kingdom.

"We no longer live in imminent

expectation of the end of the world," observes Kung.^
that

the

apocalyptic

expectation

of

the

kingdom

He also notes
of

God

in

the

immediate future--which "was mistaken"--is "too well documented in
the

earliest

strata

of

the

synoptic

tradition to be

disputed . "

Because of "the scandal” of this mistaken and frustrated hope,

^-See KOng,
"Was
Eternal Life?, pp. 89-92.

meint

Paradigmtnwechsel?,"

p.

23;

2

"it

also

2E t e m a l Life?, p. 92.
2See above, p. 386.
^KOng et al., World Religions, p. 30; emphasis is Kung's.
That the end of the world will eventually come can be held also on
the basis of current scientific theories, observes Kung (Eternal
Life?, pp. 206-07).
^Eternal Life?, p. 92.
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was

softened

down

in

the

later writings

and

strata

of

the

New

Testament.
In view of these considerations,

it seems obvious that Kung

would not regard a factual irruption of God's kingdom "from above"
and a literal return of Christ as necessary to fulfill the promise
of the Lord.
in his

These supernatural events are indeed hardly possible

conception

of

reality.

In fact,

Kung submits

that

"the

apocalyptic horizon cannot and should not be artificially resusci
tated today . "

2

In his view,

the apocalyptic framework of imagery

and understanding of the NT

times,

"conceal

was

and

expectations

distort
for the

eschatological
really meant;

what

meant”

and

would

immediate p r e s e n t . K u n g ' s

preaching
indeed,

"now alien to us," would only

of Jesus

tries

"rouse

false

exegesis of the

to recover what

the Lord

not what he said, but the "extremely urgent

matter" with which he was concerned in his preaching of the advent
of God's kingdom.^

What one reads between lines, beyond the actual

words of Jesus or of the biblical writers,

is, of course,

open to

1 Ibid.
2 Ibid.

■^Ibid.
At this point, Pannenberg's concern might well be
taken into consideration. He calls upon those who no longer live in
the expectation of the end of the world, pointing out that "the
church is always tempted to play down the still-impending future of
the eschatological life and to forget that all forms of Christian
life in this world are provisional" (Pannenberg, "Dogmatic Theses,"
p. 144).
Acvocating both a historical resurrection o£ Christ and a
future-oriented eschatology, Pannenberg believes that "the end of
the world will be on a cosmic scale what has already happened in
Jesus" (ibid., p. 142).
^Eternal Life?. p. 92; emphasis in the original.
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debate.

Indeed, it seems chac che problem of che interpretation of

the biblical text is at the core of the majority of the controver
sies that occurred throughout the history of Christian theology.
past

centuries,

however,

orthodoxy-heresy
conscious

this

antithesis

level.

In

does

fact,

hermeneutical
not

till

seem
the

to

dimension
have

time

In

of

the

existed at

of

the

a

Protestant

Reformation the controversies of doctrine were mostly viewed in the
context

of

faith and

the
the

theologian.

tension
teachings

existing between
either of

the

original

deposit

of

the church or of a particular

In other words, chose controversies were restricted to

che object and the subject of theological knowledge,

respectively.

In m o d e m times a shift has occurred which emphasizes the hermeneu
tical

criterion--i.e., the

interpretative

factor

of knowledge--as

the locus where the orthndoxy-heresy antithesis is to be addressed.
Returning to the case of Kving,

this

results

in making it

increasingly difficult to question whether his way of interpreting
the

Scriptures

latter

is

functions

affirms
gospel.1

that his

determined by
as

his

the current world-picture.

criterion

ultimate

and norm

criterion

and

of

norm

truth,
is

The

though he

Christ

and

his

In what concerns specifically tha apocalyptic preaching of

Christ and the tension existing in the NT between what some label
the "realized eschatology" of John and the "future-oriented eschatology"^ of the synoptic Gospels, Kving's reinterpretation is grounded

^ 1 have suggested that the gospel must be regarded as the
center of Kving's personal faith rather than a concrete norm of
orthodoxy (legitimate Christian belief and teaching).

^The

term

"future-oriented"

eschatology

is

used

by
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on the

current world-view to which the apocalyptic-eschatological

beliefs seem so strange.
From the perspective of a catholic (holistic) interpretation
of the NT,

the question might still be asked, however: How can one

today question the validity of the apocalyptical-eschatological hope
without being exposed to the charge of reading the NT selectively?
Kung's

answer,

I

assume,

would

be

that

he

is

not

arbitrarily

selecting from the NT Canon, nor arbitrarily choosing a canon within
the Canon,

but approaching the latter as

when appreciated

from the

This

acknowledged.

is

readily

it should be

approached

standpoint of a contemporary paradigm.
The

fact

remains,

however,

that

arbitrarily or not, he rejects a "catholic" approach to the Canon,
and thus no longer regards it as canon.
of

the

New

constitute
Still,

Testament

the

Kving's

confounded

ultimate
selective

with

the

documents
norm

taken

in his

approach

In other words, the content

to

hermeneutical

as

no

longer

search

for Christian

truth.

the

Canon

to be

NT

one

approach

body

is

adopted

not
by

such

Protestants as Luther and Kdsemann, who look for a canon within the
Canon.

KQng's hermeneutical criterion is to be found in the horizon

Macquarrie to describe Moltmann's understanding of the end in
"historical terms" in contrast with Rudolf Bultmann's "demythologi
zed eschatology" which tries to bring eschatology into the present,
"into the here and now of our actual existence" (see Macquarrie,
"Eschatology and Time," pp. 118, 120).
Moltmann's position is
presented in his volume Theology of Hope: On the Ground and the
Implications of a Christian Eschatology (New York and Evanston:
Harper & Row, Publishers, 1967).
Moltmann holds that Christian
expectation is directed to "something that has not yet happened so
far," namely, "the fulfilment of the resurrection of the dead that
is promised in his [Jesus] resurrection, the fulfilment of the
lordship of the crucified one over all things that is promised in
his exaltation" (Theology of Hope. p. 228).
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of understanding of his own contemporaries.

In a sense, then, he is

not doing too differently from the apologists of the early church
who struggled to present the gospel to their contemporaries within
the horizon of understanding relevant to them,

and,

in that case,

shaped by the categories of the Hellenistic paradigm.
In sum, it must be concluded that for Kung, the replacement
of

the

apocalyptic

imagery and framework of understanding by the

Hellenistic world-view made the early Christian paradigm to become
obsolete
time,
we

toward

the second or

third

centuries A..D.

At

the current world-view rejects any apocalypticism.

have

seen

that

KCkng

also

objects

to

the

the same
However,

hellenization

of

Christian theology as a deformation of the biblical understanding of
God.

God's historical dynamism as well as His involvement in the

affairs

of

correctly,

human

world

are

seen

by

Kung,

in

my

opinion

as belonging to the very essence of Scriptural concep

tuality.
that

the

This means, and it is of more than passing significance,

in K&ng's

paradigm

(the

eyes

not

Hellenistic)

everything

constitutes

knowledge.

On the contrary,

belongs

the

to

old

which belongs

paradigm

an

advance

to

the

second

in

theological

something which in his understanding
(the

early-Christian), namely,

the

historical conception of reality, deserves to be deemed as superior
to the two-tier conception of the later Hellenistic paradigm.

The

question which one seems entitled to ask at this point is why Kung
extols

the

historicism of

the apocalyptic-eschatological

paradigm

while rejecting the eschatological expectancy and the belief in the
historical

resurrection of Christ belonging

to the same paradigm.
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Whatever the answer to this question may be,
ambiguity

suggests

theology

differs

that

from

the manner

the way

the fact Is that this

in which

in which

progress

progress

is made

is made

in

in
the

natural sciences, where the new paradigm simply supersedes the whole
world picture of the old one.
We

seem

to

be

raisedearlier: whether
to

theology

and

theological

progress

"no."

There

to

answer

the

two

questions

the scientific paradigm-theory is applicable

whether

paradigm-change theory.
and

in condition

is

Kung's

dialectical

compatible

with

understanding

his

recently

of

adopted

The answer to the first question is a "yes"

is a certain correspondence

indeed between

the

natural sciences and theology, especially as far as the revolution
ary

changes

hardly

in one's

be questioned

world-view
that at

are

concerned.

specific

points

Indeed,
throughout

it

can

history

there have been "drastical," "epochal," and "far-reaching changes"^in

the

over-all

shared by

constellation

the members

communities.

However,

pointed out above,
theory

to the

of

beliefs

and

of both the scientific
the

fundamental

basic

assumptions

and the

theological

difference

which

I have

suggests that the application of the paradigm-

history

of theology

cannot

be

made

without

some

qualifications.
The

second question still remains

to be answered,

namely,

that which refers

to the compatibility between Kung's dialectical

understanding

theological

theory.

of

progress

In the review of Kuhn's

and

the

paradigm-change

scientific theory and of Kilng's

^■See Kung, "Ein neues Grundmodell," p. 207.
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understanding of the interaction between the early Christian and the
Hellenistic paradigms, one point has become clear: In the scientific
paradigm-theory
ment^- of

the

the relation between paradigms

old by

the

new.

"The

is one of replace

established

and the

future

paradigms are mutually incompatible: the old must yield to the new,"
noted Kilng. 2

Conversely,

in Kdng's model cf theological change, as

it was seen at work in the case of the biblical and the Hellenistic
paradigms and particularly in what concerns their understanding of
God,

the

realationship

between

synthesis: Kdng proposes

paradigms

is

one

of

dialectical

that today's understanding of God should

revert neither into "primitive anthropomorphic biblicism" nor into
an "abstract Hellenism."^
the

paradigm-change

model

The relatively recent adoption by Ktlng of
of

theological

progress

thus

seems

to

clash with his formerly adopted dialectical model.

An Evaluation of Kilng's Most Relevant
Contributions to the Understanding
of Orthodoxy-Heresy
Even
elements

though

which

some

constitute

of

the

the

Swiss

theologian's

structure

of

the

views

on

the

orthodoxy-heresy

antithesis are not without certain problems, I must remark here that
as a Christian believer and a theologian, I have personally learned
much

from

Hans

Rung.

Indeed,

I

am

acknowledging his remarkable qualities.

far

from

being

alone

in

Kung's passion for truth as

^See above, pp. 407-08.
2Poes God Exist?, p. 108.
^Menschwerdung. p. 556.

See my analysis above, pp. 323-35.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

418
well

as

his

Admiration

clarity

has

of

expression

likewise

talents which make

been

of him at

have

expressed
the same

been

highly

regarding
time

"a

praised. ^

his

multiple

theologian and a

scholar, a pastoral worker and a writer, a preacher and a professor,
a priest
With

and

rare

a controversialist,

ability

he

everyone's interest.^

writes

a Catholic

about

and an ecumenist.

issues

which

have

almost

His amazing handling of information belonging

to the fields of numerous disciplines in the humanities as well as
in

science

also

deserves

commendation.

production is second to none.
unity is deeply moving.

His

prolific

literary

His concern for preserving Christian

His intent to remain a Roman Catholic in

spite of his official dismissal as a trustworthy Catholic theologian
is to be admired, especially when in contemporary Christianity one
can count no few examples of dissenters who turn schismatics.

And

the list could be enlarged.
Several of Kving's views deserve special commendation here.
I have

appreciated

normative

priority

the
of

ecclesiastical tradition.

insistence
the

with

biblical

which

Canon

he

over

underlines

the

sub-apostolical

Not surprising, some will say, given the

fact that my personal Christian heritage stems from the Protestant
Reformation.
Protestant

Yet,
circles

one cannot overlook
ecclesiastical

the fact that even within

tradition

may

tend

indeed

supersede the ultimate authority of the Scriptures.

^■So, for instance, Nowell, A Passion for Truth, p. 16.
^Hiring and Kuschel, W&W. p.

8

.

■^Kiwiet, Hans Kun%. p. 147.
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Likewise,

I highly value Kung's warning in Che sense chat

Protestant-s seem Co handle Che biblical informacion in a one-sided
fashion.

His

hermeneuCical

caCholic

(holiscic)

approach

Co

Che

Canon, as well as his eagerness Co accepC ic as one body in all ics
diversicy is of invaluable significance if one wanes Co avoid Che
seleccivicy which KQng deems

Cypical of heresy.

In chis concexe,

his remarks concerning cacholicicy and che role of Che church in Che
cransmission of Che ChrisCian faich, including Che formacion of che
Canon, have enlighCened my own Cheological refleccion.
The same is Crue of Kung's preoccupaCion wich Che proclamacion of Che
way.

gospel

in Coday's world in a relevanc and meaningful

In Chis respecc, one can hardly deny Che responsibilicy of Che

ChrisCian believer of familiarizing him or herself wich Che concerns
and

sCandpoinCs

faich.
Cional

AC

Chose who

Che same Cime,

beliefs

ChrisCians.
should we

of

should

be

do noc

share her

or his

ChrisCian

a criCical examinacion of one's cradicounced

among

che

moral

ducies

of

all

We should noc believe jusc because oChers do ic.
doubc simply because many

do

so.

While

Nor

unremiccingly

accepcing Che Ceachings of ScripCures as Che word of God, an honesC,
meChodical,

and

serious

examinacion

of

Che

sources

of

ChrisCian

doccrine may indeed prevenc faich from C u m i n g inco superscicion.
The
opinion,

Co

mosc

solemn accencion

KQng's

paid, in

my

plea for an honesC search for growing in

che

church's apprehension of
noc only on

should

ChrisCian Cruch.

also

be

This plea has a bearing

one's concepc of cruch buc on one's underscanding

principle of religious auchoricy as well.

ofche

Indeed nobody who Is in a

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

420
posicion of ecclesiastical power (and there is "theological" power
in the church besides adzsinistrative power) may claim to be free of
the temptation of manipulating truth.
us that

in the Christian church no

Kung does well in reminding
"ruling party

'possesses'

all

t r u t h , a n d that for the sake of Christian truth any repressing the
possibility of free discussion of doctrinal issues
spirit should be avoided.

In this connection,

in a Christian

two insights of Kung

regarding the nature of truth seem most appropriate.

First, since

it is not always easy "to distinguish absolutely between truth and
error,and

because heresies always draw their strength from part

of the truth , 3 the church would do well in listening to the concerns
and demands of heretics and act accordingly after measuring their
concerns

in

Christ.

Second,

infallible , 4

the

light

of

the original

witness

to

the

in view of the fact that God alone

gospel

of

is a priori

the church should not take the position that all its

expositions of the content of revelation are without error.

Not

even the fact that certain teachings have been held as truth in the
church

for

many

centuries

necessarily correct.

constitutes

a

proof

that

they

are

In the words of Ellen G. White, "Age will not

make error into truth . "

3

Hence,

the church ought to be open to the

truthfulness. p. 142.
2The Church, p. 332.
3 Ibid.,

pp. 318-19.

4 Inf » U i b le? . p. 219.
3Ellen G.
(1892):785.

White,

"Christ Our Hope,"

Review and Herald 69
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possibility

ot

continuously

growing

in

its

apprehension

of

the

revealed truth, which implies that at times some views will have to
be forsaken.
My Adventist understanding of the way in which the church
defines the content of its doctrines leads me to express a word of
appreciation

for

Kting's

regard

toward

the

consensus

fidelium.^-

According to the testimony of the New Testament, Kung notes, it is
not some individuals in the church but the whole community of faith
that has
means
should

the decisive word to say in matters of doctrine.^

that
be

no

particular

regarded

as

individual

holding

or

group

ultimate

within

authority

che

to

church's understanding of the truths of revelation.

This
church

define
Tnat

the

is the

task of the assembled community.

Final Considerations
It

seems

appropriate

to

conclude

this

study

with

some

observations addressed first to Hans Kung and then to those who will
continue Co show interest in the general question of truth and error
in Christian doctrine,

which was defined in the "Introduction"

as

the very issue undergirding the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis.^
As

far as Kung's

model

of orthodoxy-heresy

is concerned,

this dissertation sheds light on the fact that his decisive norm of
Christian

truth

falls within

the realm of

the m o d e m

scientific-

^•See above, pp. 82-83.
^See above, pp. 234-35.
■^See above, p. 2.
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historicist

horizon,

of

understanding.

Essentially,

in

his

confrontation with the Roman Catholic Magisterium and in his dealing
with the NT Canon Rung has proposed a new hermeneutical criterion
for today's interpretation of the Christian tradition--a criterion
which relies on the world-view of contemporary man.
apocalyptic
place

of

supported
might

conception of history
the

by

be

two-tier

conception

traditional
labeled

a

conception of reality.
classical

orthodoxy,

presented

Roman

of

the

Instead of the

in the Bible,
structure

Catholicism,

Rung

i.e.,

he

judges

revelation

the basic
and

reality

advocates

"transcendence-in-immanence"
Thus,

of

and in

what

historicist
principles

tradition,

from

standpoint of a contemporary scientific-historicist perspective.
that context,

of
the
In

Kdng has called the attention of the church to the

human factor present in its proclamation of the Christian message.
In his eyes, that factor affects not merely the continuity of the
Christian message
Specifically,

(tradition) but its origin as well (revelation).

Rung

notes

human experience.^

This

that

there

is no

only

central

to

of

insight is as valid as it is helpful for

the work of theological reflection.
not

revelation outside

the

Christian

However,
faith

but

since revelation is
has

a

fundamental

bearing upon the definition of Christian orthodoxy and heresy, one
would like to see a more extensive elaboration on Rung's part upon
the doctrine of revelation.

This is particularly true regarding, the

process whereby God manifests himself

to the human mind so as to

^-See "New Consensus," p. 5.
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convey a clear portrait of himself and Co deliver a clear message of
guidance.
The complexlcy of chis cask muse be readily acknowledged,
especially aC a rime when che concepc of revelacion as a permanencly
valid

body

of

cruchs

communicated by

God

in biblical

preserved by Che church is widely quesCioned.

Cimes

and

The predicament of

all contemporary Christians is well expressed by Carl E. Braaten:
Roman Catholic theology today is catching up with Protestant
theology; it is no longer sure of what it means by revelation.
Ever since the decline of Protestant orthodoxy, theology has
been in search of a category by which to define revelation. The
search continues today.^
Other

problems

remain

attention on the part of King.

which

also

might

require

greater

While there is no attempt here to

ennumerate them, the mention of those which seem most comprehensive
and

relevant

may

helpour

expression of his views.
paradigm-change theory.

theologian

to

One of these

further

issues

clarify

the

is related to che

We noticed a fundamental difference between

the "replacement model" of paradigm-change in the natural sciences
and

the

manner

observation

in

which progress

suggests

Paradigmenwechsel

that

theory,

as

Kung

is

made in

continues

theology. ^
working

This

with

che

the difference just mentioned should be

the object of careful attention.
Closely related
require clarification.

to the latter is an issue which

seems

to

It concerns the inner consistency of KCtng's

^■Carl E. Braaten, New Directions in Theology Today--Volume
II: History and Hermeneutics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1966), p. 11.
^See above, pp. 402-12.
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own syscem as Co how progress is made in cheology.
between

KQng's

adoption

of

the

An inner cension

paradigm-change

theory

(which

postulates the mutual incompatibility of different paradigms and the
replacement of the obsolete)

and his

formerly adopted dialectical

model of theological development was pointed out a few pages ago.^As

Kung

himself

paradigm-theory

remarked
in

the

recently,

context

of

the

work

chrtstian

beginning and it must become more precise.^

of

studying

theology

is

the
just

One does indeed wish

chat this inner tension be addressed by the Swiss theologian with
greater theological precision.
It

is precisely

in the area of the paradigm-change

theory

that those who will continue studying the theology of Hans Kung may
find a fruitful field for investigation,

especially in view of his

observation that it will not be until this theory is fully applied
to the intra-Christian and inter-religious ecumenical movements that
its true

illuminating power will be seen . 3

The issue is all the

more relevant for his theology since he has also announced his plan
of writing

a

systematic

theology

in

the

context

of

che

to

very

world's

religions . 4
Let

us

now

turn,

beyond

Kang,

the

issue

of

orthodoxy-heresy in the general experience of the Christian church.

^■See above, p. 413.
^KQng,

"Ein neues Grundmodell von Theologie?"

3 Ibid.,

p. 216.

(1986),

215-16.

4

"0n Being a Christian Theologian" (1987), p. 15.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

pp.

425
Although it is beyond the scope of the present dissertation
to occupy itself with a constructive proposal as to the question of
orthodoxy-heresy

as

such,

my

analysis

of Kung's

approach

to

the

issue and of his dealing with the components of the orthodoxy-heresy
structure has

led me

to

suggest several

areas worthy

of

further

investigation as well as a possible approach for dealing with the
issue.
To begin with, the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis has, in many
circles, retained much of its relevancy and can hardly be ignored.^
It will

remain a relevant

dissenters

and

issue,

church authorities

it seems,
opposing

as long as
them,

each

there are
side being

convinced of the rightness of its own position and the wrongness of
the other.
Furthermore,
advocate

pluralism

King's
over

spirit of controversy,

experience

uniformity,

shows

and

that

even

ecumenism

those who

in place

of a

cannot help being denunciatory and adversa

tive when their own convictions are at stake.
categories

of orthodoxy and heresy,

doctrinal

truth-error

antithesis,

It appears that the

in their basic
will

be

sense

obsolete

of

only

the
when

doctrinal indifferentism will be characteristic of most Christians.

^As already noted, the terms orthodoxy and heresy may convey
more than one meaning (see above, pp. 5-8).
This study is not
primarily interested in orthodoxy and heresy as understood in the
historical terms of approved and condemned teachings.
It is
concerned, rather, with the theological issue of defining true and
false teachings; namely, with the question of "truth" which is the
concern of the believers when they are engaged in the dynamics of
defining legitimate Christian teaching.
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In this context, it seems pertinent to raise the question as
to the future state of the antithesis in matters doctrinal.
which lines should the antithesis be addressed?

Along

Our study of two

thousand years of church history suggests that we cannot return to
the state of affairs of the period of the Protestant Reformation,
when the
into

an

tension between the Scriptures and tradition was brought
impasse.^-

At

that

time,

an ecclesiastical

criterion of

orthodoxy with its related norms could not evade the questions posed
by

the

Reformers.

Nor could

the rcvtlational

criterion and

the

original norms of orthodoxy in which the criterion found expression
solve all problems by themselves.

This dissertation points to the

fact that it was only in modern times that the hermeneutical factor
of knowledge
time.

came explicitly to man's consciousness

Consequently,

for the first

in the context of the doctrinal controversies

within Christianity, the discussions were not consciously moved into
the hermeneutical level until very recently.
In view of this development, it seems appropriate to suggest
here

that

the hermeneutical

factor of

theological knowledge

must

still be regarded as the locus when the orthodoxy-heresy antithesis
is addressed in the future.

However, some questions remain.

One of

them is whether a scientific-historicist hermeneutical approach must
necessarily

lead

one

to

selectively as Kttng does.

treat

the

theological

views

of

the

NT

It would be beneficial if a serious study

could be made of this question.

It would require consideration of,

^■For my treatment of this particular issue,

see above, pp.

200-215.
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among

ocher

things,

possible

different

historicist

models

of

understanding reality as well as of dealing critically with the way
scientific inquiry is presently conducted.
hermeneutical
scientific

criterion

seriousness

which

the

First,

how

Scriptures when
Second,

is

we
it

into

consideration

two fundamental questions,

theologian should
can

take

the

and the historical mode of thought so much

appreciated in our times,
which

may

In one's search for an

speak

take

into

honestly

serious

about

the

among others,

consideration
authority

are:

of

the

is turned into an object of scientific study?

it possible

to engage

in a scientific

study which

is

truly unbiased and free from presuppositions ?^Along

the

same

lines,

another

question

which

Christian

theologians must ask themselves is whether a theological reflection
more

independent

of

philosophical

and

should not be seriously considered. ^
well seem to be

scientific

presuppositions

At first sight this may very

at odds with Kung's proposal of an intentionally

sought, closer relationship between theology and other disciplines.^
What is suggested here is not that such a relationship be avoided,

^For a forceful treatment of these and other questions
related to the authority of the Scriptures, see G. C. Berkouwer, A
Half Century of Theology: Movements and Motives (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977), pp. 107-43, and
passim.
See also Raymond E. Brown, Biblical Exegesis and Church
Doctrine: and Braaten, New Directions in Theology Today, pp. 33-52.
^See my discussion above, pp. 404-05.
For instance,
Canale has suggested the possibility of an independent theological
criticism of theological reason (Fernando Canale, A Criticism of
Theological Reason: Time and Timelessness as Primordial Presupposi
tions [Berrien Springs, Michigan: Andrews University Press, 1987]).
^See "New Consensus," pp. 13-14.
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but rather
and

the

that

in the relationship between theology,

natural

sciences,

the

dependence

of

philosophy,

theology

on

the

presuppositions provided by the other two be critically addressed.
This would constitute a basic change from the trend of dependence of
theology

upon

philosophical

and

scientific

presuppositions

identified in this study as persisting, mostly unnoticed for a long
time, throughout the history of Christian theology to the present.
Under

the

leading of

the Holy Spirit

the church's under

standing of its theological sources will continue to change, as they
have throughout the centuries.

Change and continuity in Christian

theological thinking are not options but facts.
orthodoxy

is

its

Christian faith.

looking

back

at

the

The hallmark of all

original

sources

of

the

Theologians of coming generations will undoubtedly

propose new hermeneutical models to address the truths which God has
entrusted to the church through revelation.
task

not

service

simply
of

a

for

their

particular

own

personal

audience

but

If they perform their
satisfaction

of

the

whole

or

in

community

the
of

faith, they may rightly point the way toward a rich diversity which,
like

that found

in the Scriptures

is harmoniously unified by

the

faith in a gracious God who revealed Himself throughout history to
the

Patriarchs,

to

the

people

of

ancient

Israel,

and

in

Jesus

Christ.
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